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ABSTRACT 
This study is undertaken with the intent of 
understanding work and family linkages in the world of 
small business. The family is conceptualized as a unit of 
production which is rational in its actions, and the 
setting up of small businesses is conceived as family work 
strategies devised by the men and women who set up 
businesses to achieve economic self-gains. Using an 
embeddedness analysis, family work strategies are treated 
as devices of the actors to allocate their collective 
family resources for economic gains in response to the 
options and constraints impinged upon them and their 
families by the wider economic context. The devices are at 
the same time affected by considerations of what is and is 
not socially acceptable. This embeddedness analysis 
provides a sense of agency to the actors and relates their 
actions to the wider social and economic context. 
The experiences of the men and women in small family 
businesses unravelled in this study suggest that business 
proprietorship is not an individual pursuit of economic 
ends. Rather, it is a family work strategy to allocate the 
time and labor of family members for capital accumulation. 
Though different motivations and circumstances underlie 
entry into self-employment, small business ownership is an 
outcome of considered assessments of the circumstances in 
terms of capital and labor availability and business 
viability. Seeing in the local economy opportunities for 
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small-scale capital accumulation, the business owners 
invest in small businesses and use the flexible labor of 
sp~uses to start up businesses. 
Looking at the detailed features of the daily lives in 
terms of how they order their lives of capital 
accumulation, it is the family t hat accommodates capital 
accumulation, not vice-versa. Everyday life in the family 
businesses is strenuous and there is continued juggling 
around between work and family duties. In accommodating 
capital accumulation, people work excessive long hours, 
lack time to attend to children's needs and are isolated 
from social networks. Very often, it is the women who have 
to shoulder uneven burdens of domestic work and shop work. 
Despite the hardship they endure, with a few 
exceptions, the men and the women draw favorable 
comparisons with employment either in terms of the 
autonomy they enjoy or the income they generate, or both. 
There is a strong sense of business-family reciprocity -
the family benefits much from the income generated from 
the business. 
The theoretical significance of this research is as 
follows. First, by examining the interconnection between 
work and family, it sheds new light on the setting up and 
maintenance of the small businesses. second, such an 
examination represents an re-orientation in small business 
research. Third, by making women visible within the work-
family intersection, this research contributes to the 
sociological literature conc~rning the triple overlap of 
ii 
gender, family and economy. Fourth, by scrutinizing family 
work strategy in the wider social and economic context, 
the analytical approach used in this research is a 
furtherance of the conceptualization of the perspective. 
iii 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Small business is present in virtually every industry. 
The diversity and complexity of activities in small 
bu~iness have led to a plenitude of research and writings 
on small business (Bechhofer and Elliott 1985; Goss 1991). 
As noted by Burrows and Curran, "sociology has been a 
potent theoretical and methodological force in small 
business studies over the past two decades" (1989:528). A 
review of the literature in small business suggests that 
despite that many pieces of work "begin with statements 
about the general neglect of those who make a living by 
using 
their 
small amounts of personal 
own and their family's 
capi tal together with 
labour (my emphasis)" 
(Bechhofer and Elliott 1985:182), there is serious 
deficiency in the information concerning the life 
experiences of the business owners and their family 
members who contribute labor to the business. Since family 
resources are essential for the survival of the small 
business, the economic activity of running a small 
business inevitably involves much interaction between the 
family and the business. It is my contention that the 
factor that bears on the start-up and maintenance of small 
family business is the collective decision made by 
husbands and wives as to how they deploy their familial 
resources of capital and labor. without a good knowledge 
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of the day-to-day experiences of the business owners and 
those of their family members who contribute labor to 
busine~s, and of the processes and dynamics of work-family 
linkage, one simply cannot achieve an adequate 
sociological analysis of small business. 
The failure to grasp the significance of work-family 
linkage in small business research has led to another 
serious oversight - that women are rendered invisible in 
small business research. Because family proprietors are 
mostly men, if research studies miss the point of work-
family integration, it follows that wives, the key family 
members whose lives are incorporated into the business 
enterprises, will not be studied. As women are the key 
actors contributing to the start-up and the survival of 
the family business, any analysis of small business is 
inadequate if it does not recognize women's contribution 
and their subjective interpretation of the situations they 
find themselves in. 
This ' study deals with a very specific group of small 
business owners - the conjugal partners in the retail 
business in Hong Kong. It is an attempt to make a 
sociological contribution to the understanding of the real 
world of the small business sector by taking up the 
unexplored issues of work and family linkage and by making 
women visible in small family businesses. Against this 
background, this research has two objectives. The first 
and foremost objective is to adequately explore the 
distinctiveness of the economic activities involving the 
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business owners and their families. It delves into the 
two-pronged function of capital accumulation and family 
accommodation in the small family-run retail businesses in 
Hong Kong. I focus on the one hand what family 
considerations are made in the decision making process of 
setting up small family businesses; on the other hand, how 
work is organized and what the family results are. 
Secondly, this research sets out to detail the 
contributions women make to the emergence and the survival 
of ' small businesses as well as the role they play in the 
maintenance of the family units. They can contribute by 
starting a business and involve their husbands in them or 
by incorporating their labor into the business started by 
their husbands. I look at women's situations in small 
family business from their own point of view and from that 
of their husbands. 
MISSING POINTS IN CURRENT SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF SMALL 
BUSINESS 
The purpose of this thesis, therefore, is to fill the 
gaping hole in an area poorly researched in small business 
studies - that of work-family linkage in small business. 
Recent research and discussion on small business can 
broadly be divided into three categories: (1) the 
characteristics and lives of small business owners; (2) 
the position of small business owners in the class 
structure and (3) factors bearing on the reproduction of 
small business. Most of these discussions and research 
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studies have missed the important aspect of family-work 
linkage. 
As mentioned at the beginning paragraph, researchers 
of small business do note that small business owners often 
involve their families with the affairs of their business 
(AlIen and Truman 1992; Bamford 1987; Bechhofer, Elliott, 
Rushforth and Bland 1974; Boissevain and Grotenbreg 1987; 
Curran and Burrows 1987; Goffee and Scase 1985; Rainnie 
1991; Ram and Holliday 1993; Scase and Goffee 1980, 1982; 
Zirnmer and Aldrich 1987). However, not all take seriously 
the fact that small business owners are not independent 
economic actors and isolated individuals. The fact that 
the family plays an integral role in the setting up and 
survival of this stratum is glossed over and hence 
investigations into the inter-connections of family and 
work are conspicuously scarce. Hayes's study (1982) of 
hoteliers is concerned with the interaction between family 
and work; Bertaux and Bertaux-Waime (1981, cited in 
Bechhofer and Elliott 1985) study the ways family 
businesses impose on the whole life experiences of the 
bakers and their wives in France; and Scase and Goffee 
(1980) examine the consequences small business ownership 
has on family life. One case study of a couple who join 
their work worlds in a partnership is found in a study of 
dual career families by family researchers Rapoport and 
Rapoport (1976). Other than these, little is known about 
the specific dynamics involved in the processes through 
which the family and the business integrate and the impact 
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they bring on each other. Goffee and Scase write: 
There are, for example, no systematic data on the 
nature of entrepreneurial families, the formation of 
conjugal roles, and the ways in which business 
formation and growth are shaped by negotiations 
between husbands and wives (1985: 5). 
They go on to distinguish the entrepreneurial family as 
a unit of production from the 'normal family' which 
primarily functions as a unit of consumption because they 
possess very distinct features. We should note that though 
these authors rightly point out the dearth of information 
about the roles of wives in small business research and 
call for more studies on the contributing wives, their 
argument is premised on the crude dichotomous conception 
of the 'normal' family as a unit of consumption and the 
entrepreneurial family as a unit of production. 
Despite the importance they attribute to and the 
interest they show in the entrepreneurial family, they 
move on to study women who start their own businesses 
(Goffee and Scase 1985). Al though they touch upon the 
impact the family and the business bring on each other, 
they do not provide the details in regard to how work and 
family fuse together in the lives of the female 
entrepreneurs. 
other studies and discussions on women who start their 
own business include those of AlIen and Truman (1991; eds. 
1993), Carr (1993), Crornie an~ Hayes (1988), Goss (1991), 
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Loscocco and Robinson (1991), Watkins (1982), and Watkins 
and Watkins (1984). comparative studies on male and female 
entrepreneurs are also undertaken (cromie 1987; Solomon 
and Fernald 1988; Welsch and Young 1984). While these 
attempts to study women entrepreneurs introduce a 
corrective to the gender-blindness in small business 
research, the issue of integration of work and family does 
not occupy a central place in their analysis. 
Because the point of family-work interface is missed 
in small business research, the role of contributing wives 
in the small family business is obscured, although 
researchers do take note of their contributions (for 
example, Scase and Goffee 1980; AlIen and Truman 1992). 
Indeed, AlIen and Truman are ardent critics of those small 
business researchers who are inattentive to the work-
family interface (AlIen and Truman 1992). But, in a recent 
book edited by them (AlIen and Truman 1993), titled Women 
and Business: Perspective on Women Entrepreneurs, they 
also miss the role of wives in family businesses (Rees 
1994). What the above review demonstrates is that in the 
first tradition, although it is noted that the work lives 
of small business owners are closely connected with their 
families and that women's effort is indispensable in small 
business survival, these important points are often being 
mentioned in passing rather than taken seriously. 
The second tradition asks where the small business 
class is placed on the class structure in modern 
capitalist societies. Bechhofer, Elliott, Rushforth and 
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Bland (1974 ) are the first researchers in Britain to ask 











stratum: a small amount of capital, traditional technology 
and a simple organizational framework. Scase and Goffee 
(1982) also make the same attempt. They develop a typology 
of four types of business proprietors, namely, the self-
employed, small employers, owner-controllers and owner-
directors. They use this typology to investigate a number 
of "sociological issues which have received scant attention 
in the analysis of small business: their mobility 
experiences, attitudes and beliefs, material 
circumstances, and their linkages wi th large-scale 
business enterprises. Their empirical materials shed light 
on the uniqueness of the entrepreneurial middle class in 
regard to their class position as they attribute 
sUbstantial importance to personal characteristics and 
economic circumstances. However, as wi th those in the 
first group of research and discussions, researchers in 
this second tradi tion also pay scant attention to the 
family situations in their investigations. 
Lastly, it is noted that one general issue which has 
emerged from much of the writings on small business is 
that of the reproduction of the small business stratum, or 
petite bourgeoisie (Bechhofer and Elliott 1985). In their 
review of sociological literature on the petite 
bourgeoisie, Bechhofer and Elliott (1985) are of the 
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opinion that three factors are important in explaining the 
reproduction of the petite bourgeoisie. First, people turn 
to self-employment in periods of economic recession. 
Second, technological changes open up new opportunities 
.for people with appropriate skills and entrepreneurial 
ambi tion to start up businesses of their own. Third, 
governments in capitalist societies have taken steps to 
boost the prospects of small-scale businesses. They also 
note the social significance of the stratum in that the 
greatest number of petite bourgeoisie businesses are 
family businesses and that "such enterprises are not 
simply run by families, they are run for families" (P. 
200). They continue to assert that "the secret of its 
capacity to regenerate itself" is "the ability to 
interweave the structures of kin and family relations with 
those of the market" (P. 201). Despite their awareness of 
how business imposes on the life experience of the 
business owners and their families, it seems that they are 
satisfied with relying on impressionistic evidence. They 
do not conduct any systematic investigation into the 
interplay between work and family in small businesses. In 
their later discussions of the reproduction of the small 
business stratum, these authors (Bechhofer and Elliott 
1986) maintain that individual members of the small 
business stratum fail because the stratum as a whole has 
declined in its political and economic influence, it 
nevertheless survives by a continuous process of 
replacement. They move on to offer explanations of why 
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people take on risky ventures by referring to the petite 
bourgeoisie ide~logy of independence, individualism and 
innovation. 
," In summary, :>':, although small business writers and 
researchers are aware that business ownership is an 
outcome affected not only by individual factors, but also 
by gender and the family structure, their studies do not 
directly address the questions of the family relationships 
within which the decision to start up one's own business 
is made, of the nature of conjugal relationships and of 
the contributions of spouses and other family members in 
the process of capital accumulation. This research 
recognizes that business and family are interwoven and 
rejects existing approaches which too easily conceal the 
linkage between work and family in small business and 
underestimate the contributions made by women. I contend 
that only when we gather systematic empirical data which 
aid our understanding of the dynamics between family and 
business, and the role of women, can we have a good 
understanding of the real world of small family business 
and have a meaningful sociological discussion of this 
stratum which occupies a significant position in modern 
capitalist economy. 
A Note on Research on Small Business/Entrepreneurship in 
Hong Kong 
Small business is prevalent in Hong Kong and some 
studies have been undertaken to gain understanding of the 
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organization of production, management strategies and 
labor characteristics in small firms (King and Man 1979; 
Lai and sit 1985; Mok 1981; Pryor 1972; sit 1982; sit and 
wong 1989; Ward 1972). Although all these studies take 
no~e of the prominence of family proprietorship in small 
factories, only two, those of Lai and sit's (1985) and 
Pryor's (1972), report on workshops in domestic settings 
and mention the physical integration between family and 
work. However, these studies do not collect detailed 
information in regard to the processes and the 
consequences of the integration. In other studies, small 
family enterprises are looked at in their own right, and 
their links wi th the family are totally concealed. The 
work which deals with the 'family' dimension is 
conspicuously scarce. There are writings which discuss the 
cultural factors and economic factors contributing to the 
prevalence of self-employment via small business ownership 
and/or entrepreneurship in Hong Kong. Siu-lun wong (1985; 
1986) finds explanation in the cultural norm of 
paternalism and in the desire for self-employment and 
entrepreneurial independence. Ngo (1990) and Yue-chim Wong 
(1990) see self-employment as complementary with child 
care. Lui and Thomas W.P. Wong (1994) analyze 
entrepreneurship as a mobility strategy. Again these 
writings do not offer details in terms of gender relation, 
work organization or how work and family interplay in 
self-employed families. 
In short, the working of the capitalized family units 
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and the dimensions of the contributions of their members 
deserve much more systematic empirical investigation than 
they now receive. 
THEORETICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
The current paucity of knowledge in the interaction 
between work and family life in the world of small 
business shows that small business researchers have not 
taken the family dimension seriously despite their claimed 
awareness of the contribution made by the family. The 
materials presented in the above underline the contention 
that family and work interface warrants explicit 
consideration in small business research. The theoretical 
significance of studying family-work integration in small 
family business is as follows. First, accumulation in the 
small family business, like other economic activities, is 
socially embedded (Granovetter 1985). The owners of these 
businesses are not isolated, but are tied to many other 
actors. . customers, money-lenders, employees, family 
members and friends are people who have made it possible 
for the owners to achieve their economic ends (Zimmer and 
Aldrich 1987). Of these categories of people, family 
members bring a range of effects on capital accumUlation. 
We cannot gain 
without focusing 
a good understanding of this stratum 
on 





in which production 
understanding gained 
through unravelling the family-work linkage will shed 
light on the supply considerations of the business owners. 
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Second, a n investigation of how families are involved 
in the accumulation process represents a re-orientation of 
the study of small business. An examination of the 
interconnection between work and family will fill the 
sUbstantial gap in our knowledge in the unexplored issues 
of the nature of family and gender relationships and how 
th~y are being negotiated and constructed in small-scale 
capital accumulation. Related to this, specific 
occupational and family circumstances will affect how work 
and family life connect with each other. Self-employment 
by owning a small business is a distinguishing occupation. 
Exploring how families in different circumstances 
encounter work in the bus iness and how they alter and 
shape work experiences will help throw light on the joint 
effects of two spheres. I should state here, however, that 
the linkage between family and work in small family 
business is not to be analyzed simply as a variant of the 
various ways people reconcile family needs and work 
demands (cf. Beach 1989; Lui 1994). Rather, I contend that 
through studying the accumulation function of the small 
family business in the context of the family circumstances 
and how one articulates with the other, a conceptual shift 
is introduced into the study of small business. 
Third, in examining work-family linkages and the role 
of women in the economic actions of families running small 
businesses, this study is also situated within the body of 
sociological literature concerning the interpenetration of 
the economy and the family, and the gender division in 
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these two areas. Despite the importance of this recognized 
interrelationship of the triple overlap among gender, 
family and economy (cf. Blumberg ed. 1991), empirical 
research is limited in Hong Kong (except Lui 1994 and Ng 
1991). This research, in selecting the small family 
business setting, contributes to fill the gap in our 
understanding of the complex reciprocal relations of 
gender, family and work. 
Finally, in my conceptualization of the work-family 
linkage, I treat the family as a unit of production and 
analyze accumulation and accommodation in small family 
business in the light of family work strategy. utilization 
of family resources for business organization is conceived 
as ' family work strategies devised by the business owners 
and their spouses to achieve economic ends. This 
conceptualization provides rethinking on the concept of 
family work strategy by putting it in context. Subscribing 
to the embeddedness argument (Granovetter 1985), I 
scrutinize family work strategy in the context of the 
wider economic structure and that of the cultural and 
ideological forces underpinning people's choice. This 
represents an attempt in the furtherance of the 
conceptualization of family work strategy which to date 
has generated much debate. 
DATA AND METllODOLOGY 
Following Archer, a family business is defined here as 
"a business, more or less formally organized, involving 
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family members in shared ownership, management , or labour 
on a continuing basis" (1990:263). "Smallness" is a 
contextual and grounded notion, and it is sector specific 
(Burrows and Curran 1989). Hence, no quota is set on size 
in the recruitment of respondents for this study. Because 
the focus is on the family-work integration and the role 
of women, I look for conjugal partners who are self-
emp~oyed, employers or family workers in the retail 
business in Hong Kong. The resultant sample of this study 
consists of retail shops whose sizes range from two to 
seven persons. 
To get a full picture of work and family linkages in 
the world of small family business, I treat the family as 
a uni t of production and specify the subj ecti ve 
rationality of the key actors in the unit. I look at two 
groups of people. In the first group are the men and women 
who start their businesses. In the second are the spouses 
of these men and women who are involved in running the 
family businesses. The scant attention small business 
researchers pay to women who incorporate their labor into 
their husbands' business has obscured these women's 
economic roles in s mall busines s. We definitely need to 
look at the experiences of these women who are the hidden 
i nvestment in small business (Scase and Goffee 1980 ). 
However, we should not look only at women's experiences, 
but also at the men who are family workers in the 
businesses initiated by their wi v es. He n ce , in 
understanding the fusion between work and family by 
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reference to the actors' own conceptions of the situation, 
this research brings in important additional actors, the 
spouses of the business owners. 
A few words about my choice of retailers as targets for 
research. According to the latest Census conducted in 
1991, Hong Kong has a population of 5.7 million and a work 
force of 2.7 million. within the working population, 11 
per cent are self-employed, of which 5.6 per cent are 
employers with one or more employees and 5.4 per cent work 
on their own account. When compared with the respective 
figures of self-employed persons in the 1981 Census and 
1986 By-Census, there has been a slight rising trend in 
the overall percentage of self-employed persons in general 
and the employers in particular. Table 1 shows the trend. 
Table 1 working Population by Activity status, 1981, 
1986 and 1991 
----------------------------------------------------------
----------------------------------------------------------
1981 1986 1991 
Activity status % % % 
Self-employed 6 . 1] 6.5] 5.4] 
] 9.8 ] 10.7 ] 11.0 
Employers 3 .7] 4.2] 5.6] 
Employees 88.6 87.4 87.8 
Unpaid family workers 1.6 1.9 1.2 
N 2,404,067 2,643,273 2,715,103 
----------------~-----------------------------------------
Source: Census and statistics Department. 1991. Hong Kong 
1991 Population Census: Summary Results. 
Figures in the reports of the Census and statistics 
Department do not allow us to estimate how many of these 
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self-employed people work with their conjugal partners, or 
work in family enterprises. The only information on family 
enterprise is the number of unpaid family workers. To 
gauge the proportion of conjugal partners working in 
family businesses, a special analysis on a 1% sample of 
the 1991 Census data was carried out. This sample contains 
data on 12,132 households. The aim was to locate 
households with the head and his/her spouse being self-
employed, or employers or unpaid family workers in the 
same industry. Al though it cannot be ascertained that 
these couples work in the same firms, it seems reasonable 
to hypothesize that a high proportion of them do, given 
the prevalence of small family business in Hong Kong (Y.C. 
Wong 1990). It is found that in 3.3 per cent (403) of the 
households, both husbands and wives are self-employed, 
employers or unpaid family workers in the same industry. 
Among these households, the largest proportion of couples, 
31.1 per cent work in the retail trade. Given the relative 
prominence of this sector and the general lack of studies 
of them in small business research in Hong Kong, I decided 
to concentrate my study on this sector. 
Between July 1993 and March 1994, I set out to 
interview conjugal partners running small family shops. 
The criterion used for selecting the respondents was that 
both of the couples worked in the shops, whether full-time 
or part-time. Owners and their spouses in thirty-three 
retail shops consented to grant me interviews. Among the 
thirty-three shops, twenty-four were started by the 
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husbands (one man took over the business from his parents) 
and nine were started by the wives. Among the former 
group, twenty-one couples were interviewed and in three 
cases, only the wives were interviewed. Among the latter, 
six couples and three women were interviewed. One couple 
were interviewed in their home and observation was made in 
their shop. Because they had very busy days, three men and 
women could only grant me telephone interviews in late 
evenings. For the rest, all the interviews and 
observations were carried out in the shops. The majority 
of the interviews with the couples were independent ones, 
with only two joint interviews. The independent face-to-
face interviews lasted from one hour fifteen minutes to 
two hours each and the two joint interviews averaged more 
than two hours. The telephone interviews took thirty to 
forty-five minutes. 
The female respondents ranged in age from twenty to 
forty-five and the male respondents from twenty-four to 
fifty. The retail shops varied in the products they sold 
and the years of establishment of the shop ranged from one 
to twenty. The detailed profile of the respondents is 
attached in Appendix I. 
I used the ethnographic method and collected a broad 
array of information on the history, behavior and attitude 
of retailers and their spouses. An interview guide 
outlining the areas of inves tigation was used and it is 
attached in Appendix 11. The interview started off with 
some background information on the shop and ended with 
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questions on the demography of the respondents. The main 
body of the interview can be divided into four parts. The 
first part of the intervie w covered the hi s tory of 
business formation and how resources were mobilized at the 
start-up. Detailed information on the occupational history 
of the couples and the reasons for setting up one's 
business was obtained. Work structuring and business 
performance were the focus of the second part of the 
interview. The discussions centered around labor input, 
division of labor and distribution of resources. Questions 
on interorganizational behavior were also asked. The third 
part of the interview touched on domestic arrangements. 
The respondents were asked to describe their home life, 
the ways they get by in case of difficulties in meeting 
household needs and the way home and business finances are 
managed. The last part of the interview covered their 
future plans and how they evaluated their current 
situation. 
Although in small business research, quantitative 
approaches have been dominant, the potential of 
qualitative research designs is gradually being recognized 
(Burrows and Curran 1989; Jenkins 1984). There are two 
points to be made about qualitative approach at the start. 
First, there is a good reason to use a qualitative 
approach for this study. Because work-family linkages are 
understudied in small business research, we lack actual 
knowledge of the working of business and households to 
allow us to formulate hypotheses for testing in 
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quantitative research. We need to start with qualitative 
in-depth interviews or case studies which provide "the 
optimum conditions for the acquisition of those 
illuminating insights which make formerly opaque 
connections suddenly pellucid" (Mitchell 1982, quoted in 
Pahl 1984:146). Qualitative studies have great relevance 
for understanding the processes which involve human 
subj ecti vi ty and for exploring the effects of economic 
organization on human lives. Using this approach, the 
researcher can raise critical questions about individual 
decision making wi thin social and historical contexts 
(Watson 1993). Second, related to the first point, since 
the purpose of using qualitative approach is "to 
illustrate aspects of social process and to demonstrate 
certain theoretical principles" (Wallman 1984 :vii) , 
inferences drawn from this study are qualitative, not 
quantitative. Generalizability in a quantifiable sense is 
not an issue here. What matters is that the use of this 
'methodology will generate information which capacitates 
detailed exploration of the social processes within the 
small family businesses and of the conditions that lead to 
these processes. 
ORGANIZATION OF CHAPTERS 
In the above, I have pointed out that in sociological 
research of small business, the interconnection of work 
and family has remained relatively unexplored. In Chapter 
Two, I first of all make an account of the trad i tional 
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frameworks in small business research and discussions, and 
point to the limitations the arguments associated with the 
traditions have for forming the theoretical basis for 
sociological research on small business. Then I go on to 
present my conceptualization of the work-family interface 
in small family business. I treat the family as a unit of 
production and argue for the usefulness of an embeddedness 
analysis in understanding the actions in the family units. 
I view actions and economic decisions taken in the small 
family units as family work strategies in operation. 
Drawing on the concept of family work strategy, I attempt 
on the one hand to connect economic action with the 
structural factors in the wider context, and on the other 
hand to delve into the ideologies which underpin people's 
considerations in the process of family strategizing. 
Finally, my conceptualization adheres to the view that a 
complete analysis of small family business must make women 
visible and treat them as active agents so as to gain a 
full understanding of the actions in the family units. In 
short, my conceptualization of the work-family linkage in 
small family business embraces the familial, gender and 
structural components. Based on this conceptualization, 
four key research questions are developed. 
Chapter Three to Chapter six present the analysis. 
Chapter Three starts off with an account of the retail 
sector in the Hong Kong setting. Then, I move on to an 
analysis of the key issues in the persistence of the small 
business stratum: why people start their own business. 
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Chapter Four begins with how resources are mobilized by 
the would-be business owners and how they go about setting 
up their businesses. The subjective rationalities of both 
the men and the women are detailed in the interest of 
locating family work strategies in the context of cultural 
and ideological forces shaping people's decisions. 
How the business owners organize their capital 
accumulation and how the family accommodates the business 
are the focuses of Chapter Five. I delve into issues of 
labor force configuration and organization of work. I also 
detail the processes in the integration of work and home 
and examine the effect of familial accommodative 
activities on family life and relationship. 
In Chapter six, I examine the outcome of running small 
family businesses as well as the self-evaluation of the 
owners and their spouses. Gender inequalities in terms of 
reward distribution are highlighted and how these 
inequalities are justified by the actors are explored. 
Their future aspirations and expectations of children are 
also outlined. 
In the concluding chapter, Chapter Seven, I first of 
all summarize the arguments made in this thesis. This will 
be followed by a summary of the empirical findings. Then, 
I discuss what contributions the learning on family-work 
linkages from this research has for sociological analysis 




CONCEPTUALIZING ACCUMULATION AND ACCOMMODATION 
IN SMALL FAMILY BUSINESS 
The realization of the omission of the important issue 
of work-family interface in the existing studies of small 
business begs the question why this important aspect is 
detached from the concerns of small business researchers. 
In the following, through an examination of the 
traditional conceptual frameworks for studying small 
business, I try to account for the lack of theoretical 
frame of reference to guide sociological research in work-
family linkage in small business studies. The purpose is 
to point to the def iciency in these approaches and to 
argue for the need to research into the real world of 
small business. Then, I build up a conceptual framework 
that treats the family as a unit of production and 
incorporate embeddedness arguments in the analysis of 
actions and economic decisions in the unit. Grounding on 
these notions, I conceive capital accumulation and family 
accommodation as family work strategies devised by the 
owners and their families in response to their familial 
resources and the constraints and options impinged on them 
by the wider social and economic context. I also argue 
that a study of the work-family linkage of small business 
will be incomplete if the important role of women does not 
get recognized. As people act according to socially 
acceptable norms, it is important to look into the 
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ideologies underpinning the actor s , both men and women in 
the small family business units. In short, I see that 
family work strategies are anchored in the ideological, 
social and economic conte xt. Finally, I outline the 
research questions that follow from the conceptualization. 
TRADITIONAL CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS: 
'ALTERNATIVE' PARADIGM 
MARXIAN AND THE 
Recent interests in small business have stemmed from 
attempts to explain the contradiction between Marx's model 
of development of capitalism and empirical observation, as 
well as from 'alternative' thinking which highlights the 
pote ntial within s ma ll busi ness i n a dva nced indus t r i a l 
societies for . solving economic or environmental crises. 
The former s e es the stratum of small business owners as a 
legacy of pre-capital i st stage o f production and the 
latter views small business as a means to stimulate 
economic growth and to counteract the ills of large 
capital . Because these debates are concerned with what 
small business ought to be or could be rather than with 
what it really is (Goss 1991), they are limited in value 
as guideposts fo r s ociologica l an a lys i s of s mall business. 
The Marxian Tradition 
In the Marxian tradition, the failure of Marx's 
'polarization thesis' has forced some writers to address 
the p e r s i s t e nce of s mall firms a nd t h e s ma ll bus iness-
owning .class. Marx's 'polarization' thesis suggests that 
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in the long run, as capitalism develops, there is a trend 
towards concentration and centralization of capital and 
the effect of both is monopoly capitalism (Braverman 
1974). When the economy is dominated by a small number of 
large firms, small businesses will be driven out of 
existence and their capital absorbed. As a consequence, 
two polarized classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat 
exist in society. The empirical existence of small-sized 
firms and the petite bourgeoisie class contradicts Marxist 
theory of polarization. Presented with this problem, two 
distinct strategies are adopted by Marxist theorists to 
deal with it. The notion of 'dual economy' is enlisted to 
account for the persistence of small-sized firms (Goss 
1991), and the abundance of small business owning class is 
dealt with in Marxist class analysis (Bechhofer and 
Elliott 1985; Curran and Burrows 1987; Scase and Goffee 
1982) . 
'Dual economy writers focus on industrial structure and 
the economic organization of production. They divide the 
economic production of advanced capitalism into three 
sectors: one organized by large monopoly capital, one 
organized by small competitive capital and one organized 
by the state. The two private capital sectors are referred 
to variously as the monopoly and competitive sectors 
(O'Conner 1973), centre and periphery firms (Averitt 
1968), the planning and market economies (Galbriath 1973) 
and concentrated and unconcentrated industries (Bluestone 
1970). In all these conceptions, the large capital s e ctor 
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has the following fea tures : a bility t o set prices , crea t e 
markets, control the supply and cost of raw materials, 
influence the state and socialize the costs of production. 
Production is large -scale and c apital intensive, marke ts 
are national or international in scope, profits are high, 
wages are high and workers are heavily unionized. In the 
small capital s ector, exactly the opposite conditions 
prevail. Wage and price competition are dominant, 
productivity and profits are low, production is labor 
intensive, workers are not typically unionized and working 
conditions are poor (Hodson 1977). Drawing on this 
conceptualization of duality in the economic order and the 
industrial structure, Marxist writers argue that small 
business provides subsidy to capitalist production as 
certain labor and labor - associated costs could be 
externalized through the widespread use of subcontracting 
and satelli te workshops. They also assert that small 
business produces a wide range of cheap wage-goods for a 
significant section of the urban population and thereby 
holding down the costs of reproduction 
(Gerry 1985). In short, they maintain 
of labor power 
that the small 
capital sector is function a lly necessary for the stability 
of the large capital sector because the former provides 
goods and services c heaply a nd flexi bly f or t h e l a tter 
(Goss 1991). This claim of the functionality of small 
businesses to big businesses, however, does not explain 
how small bus inesses a r e r e produced in i ndustrial 
cap ita 1 ism. 
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In Marxist class analysis, the task is to specify class 
boundaries and locate small business owners in the class 
structure. Interest, however, is not with the small 
business owners as social actors but with the class places 
or positions they occupy (Scase and Goffee 1982). The 
class analysis of Wright (1985) best illustrates this 
Marxian concern wi th posi tions rather than people. In 
attempting to locate the fragmented middle class into the 
Marxist class structure, Wright develops the concept of 
contradictory class location. This concept has gone 
through reformulation and reconsideration. Here I shall 
cite the initial conceptualization as an example. Wright 
identifies thre e dime n s ions of control over one's labor 
process: namely control over one's own labor; control over 
one's phys ical me an s o f produc tion wh i ch means control 
over how one does one's job; and control over investments 
which means control over what one produces. He maintains 
that these dimensions will enable one to identify the 
major classes that exist. Capitalists have control over 
all three of these dimensions and proletarians are 
excluded from all the three kinds of control. Other groups 
who control some but not all of these dimensions are in an 
ambiguous position and ar e cons idered by Wright to be in 
contradictory class locations . Executives I manager and 
supervisors are class ified by Wright as occupying 
contradictory class locations. Because small employers are 
self-employed who have minimal control over the work of 
others and contr ibute labor themselves, they are also 
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classified as occupying contradictory class locations 
(Wright 1985:47-48). This is an attempt which tries to fit 
particular cases into pre- given model of a dichotomous 
class structure, it therefore does not resolve the problem 
of the incompleteness of the class polarization thesis. 
Instead of explaining the persistence of the small-
business-owning class, this approach explains it away. 
In summary, because both of the above strategies within 
the Marxist tradition are derived to support theoretical 
presuppositions, they do not deal with the dynamics and 
processes of the reproduction of the small business-owning 
class. The reproduction of this class has yet to be 
explained. 
The 'Alternative' Paradigm 
The 'alternative' paradigm the view that small 
business has a lot to contribute to the process of late 
industrialization - is similarly unsatisfactory. There was 
a renewed ~ttention paid to small business among policy 
makers and academic writers in the early 1970s. within 
this alternative paradigm, there are three different 
strands of thought. First, according to Gerry (1985), in 
the early 1970s, in a bid to analyze why capitalist 
industrialization failed to provide sufficient modern-
sector employment in less developed countries, the 
International Labour Office took initiatives to study the 
informal sector in Africa, Asia and Latin America. The 
conclusions from the series of studies had stimulated 
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policy experiments which called for introduction of 
administrative and managerial reforms, financial supports 
and training in technical know- how to the small business 
sector. It was believed that if properly stimulated, small 
business could add economic surplus for the less-developed 
economies. This view has been criticized for its short-
sightedness and naivety. critics argue that petty 
producers, the targets of promotion, rather than achieving 
internal growth, are 'disguised wage-workers' whose 
function is to benefit capital accumulation outside the 
small business sector (Gerry 1985). Their arguments 
resemble the functionality arguments articulated by 
Marxist writers of dual economy. 
Second, in the 1980s in Britain, there was the so-
called 'small business revivalism' which 
highly positive image of small business. 




considered a cause for Britain's recession in the late 
1970s and early 1980s. Collectivism in the British economy 
was blamed for the slow economic growth. The government 
initiated programmes of economic change and the free 
market thinking which highlighted the crucial role played 
by small bus iness was u sed as a jus tific ation. Small 
business was considered to enhance economic performance 
because they could adapt and respond to changes (Goss 
199 1). I n t hi s context, t h e edge of post-Fordist f l exible 
specialization over Fordist mass production expounded by 
Piore and Sabel (1984) in their seminal work, The Second 
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Industrial Divide, had been promoted. As a new paradigm of 
work structuring which involves small-sized firms with 
flexible workers who are trained with broad skills using 
technologically advanced methods of production, flexible 
specialization is seen by these authors as more efficient 
and humane (Elam 1990). The notion of flexibility was 
picked up in the discourses which argued for the 
superiority of small-sized firms (Burrows and Curran 
1989) . 
Small business is given a high profile also because 
people see in it the potential for social regeneration 
during this period of economic recession. The contribution 
of small business to freedom and democracy, its attachment 
to capitalist v~lues, its contribution to the betterment 
of industrial relations and its deference to 
entrepreneurial ideals are claims often made by advocates 
of small business revivalism (Gerry 1985; Goss 1991). This 
favor for small business is criticized for its rhetoric 
overtone in automatically according small business a 
super ior pos i tion and for its component of 'a hidden 
agenda' in state-promoted restructuring which aims to 
undermine the power of trade unions because workers in 
small firms have a low level of union membership. There 
are, critics say, sUbstantive gaps in the romantic 
portrayal of small business by free-market advocates and 
in the political exploitation of using it as a symbol for 
economic change. Questions have been raised against the 
idealized optimism of free market championing of small 
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business revivalism and against the romanticism of seeing 
small business as an arena for the promotion of industrial 
democracy. Research into the industrial relations in small 
firms have been undertaken and empirical evidence does not 
support the idealized views (Gerry 1985; Goss 1991). 
Third, there is an approach which sees small business 
as an antithesis to the ills of large capital and the 
shortcomings of conventional means of organizing the 
economy (Curran and Burrows 1987; Goss 1991; Klandt 1987). 
This approach, labelled as the Green Approach by Goss 
(1991), embodies a collection of ideas which have their 
origins in the ideas captured in the slogan 'small is 
beautiful' (Schumacher 1974) and in the social and 
environmental movements such as ecology, peace, and 
women's liberation developed in the 1960s (Klandt 1987). 
Among the different types of small businesses, small-scale 
cooperative enterprises have great appeal for those who 
favor smallness. Klandt's (1987) summary of the advantages 
of small-scale cooperatives is worth quoting in great 
length so as to demonstrate the ideological identification 
small business writers have with cooperatives: 
- solidarity rather than competition 
- being rather than having 
- no growth o r qua lita tive g r owth r a the r than 
quantitative growth 
- soft technologies rather than the classical 
'hard' technologies 
sUfficiency rather than consumerism 
pursuit of satisfaction rather than maximum 
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profit 
- small rather than large organizational units 
- personal contact rather than anonymous 
institutions 
- collective self-determination rather than 
impersonal hierarchies 
- anarchy and self-sufficiency rather than 
consumer dependency 
- self-programmed learning rather then formalized 
occupational training (professionalization) 
- multi-faceted work situations rather than 
detailed role stereotypes 
- integration of work, leisure and domestic life 
rather than the separation of these spheres 
(Klandt 1987: 27-28) . 
From this summary, it is clear that this view sees 
small business ' as a means of social and political 
integration because it possesse s all the positive 
attributes contrary to the ills of mass production and 
centralization. As a consequence, an al ternati ve social 
order will be constructed and industrial democracy will be 
achieved. However, the superiority of cooperatives over 
conventional ways of organiz ing economic activities is 
more of an assumption than a reality. Wajcman's (1983) 
analysis of a women workers' cooperative, for example, 
points to the difficulties it faces rather then it being 
capable of fulfilling the c oope rative ideologies. Mayer's 
research (1986, quot e d in Mayer 1987) on small shopkeepers 
leads him to question the association between small 
business and social and political integration. He 
criticizes this view as simplistic because setting up and 
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running a business can generate considerable day-to-day 
frustrations and tensions which may be expressed 
politically in various ways. Moreover, he maintains that 
there is little prospect of these frustrations and 
tensions becoming a major political force. This upsurge in 
the interest in small business in general and small-scale 
cooperative enterprises in particular is founded on 
ideological commitment to the values of decentralization, 
individual accountability and democratic decision-making 
process, and so on. Again there is little empirically 
derived evidence to draw on to support the assumptions and 
arguments of this approach. 
Summary 
Because the traditional frameworks for discussing small 
business are "concerned with prescribing what small 
business ought to be than with analysing what it actually 
is" (Goss 1991: 24), the different approaches discussed 
above are all colored by ideological presuppositions. 
Writers of Marxist traditions focus on the functionality 
of small business to large capital and the position of the 
. bu~iness owning class in the class structure. writers who 
draw on the 'alternative' paradigm are concerned with 
different facets of potential within small business, such 
as providing economic surplus to less-developed economies, 
enhancing economic performance at the time of recession, 
and counteracting the deficiencies of large capital. 
Despite the differences in their ideological heritage, 
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these approac es bear close resemblance to each other -
that small business is a derivative of theory rather than 
an object of study in its own right (Goss 1991; Scase and 
Goffee 1982) . As a result, these theoretical 
presuppositions are 
developing frameworks 
not useful as 
which enable 
guideposts for 
us to construct 
analysis which helps our understanding of the real world 
of small business. 
Therefore, we must rethink the theorization of small 
business. The starting point is to strip away ideological 
blinders to our understanding of the actual creation and 
maintenance of small businesses. I propose that the 
theorization must begin by turning inward to the small 
business units themselves rather than looking outward at 
their functionality to capital and their implications for 
social regeneration. By turning inward, I certainly do not 
mean that we set small business apart from the social and 
economic context or that structural analysis can be 
dispensed with. I want to point out that the one-sided 
outward-looking emphases on the functional needs of 
capitalism and on the potential of small business for 
social and political regeneration have very limited 
heuristic value because they do not take small business as 
an object of study in its own right (Goss 1991). To study 
small business as an object in its own right, we must turn 
inward to look at the actions of p e ople within them so as 
to grasp the dynamics of their working. People in small 
l:>usiness are located in the family and the production 
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processes. Creating and maintaining a small business are 
ongoing production processes and it is a well-known fact 
that in the processes, family capital and labor are used. 
To understand the working of the small business units, we 
must begin with a conception of the family as an economic 
unit. This conception has indeed led from a recently 
resuscitated field of economic analysis: that of the 
relationship between family life and economic life 
(Bernardes 1985; Close 1985; Finch 1983; Gerstel and Gross 
1987; Pahl 1984 i Roberts, Finnegan and Gallie ed. 1985; 
Tilly and Scott 1978; Wallerstein and Smith 1991, 1992). 
Working from this perspecti ve, we have to construct a 
sociologically meaningful framework which allows for 
intensive scrutiny of the reciprocal dependence of family 
and business, the relationship between family life and 
economic life as well as that between individual 
motivation and structural conditions. 
CONCEPTUALIZING ACCUMULATION AND ACCOMMODATION IN SMALL 
FAMILY BUSINESS 
What is implicated in the above critique is that in 
order to gain a full understanding of the real world of 
small business, a re-orientation in our conceptualization 
is required. As argued in Chapter One and reiterated in 
the above, the re-orientation must make work-family 
linkage in small family businesses our principal focus. In 
conceptualizing work-family linkage in small business, I 




of production, that 
should incorporate 
rationality, that capital 
the 
a 
study of work-family 
model of economic 
accumulation and family 
accommodation in small family business should be viewed as 
family work strategies devised by the business owners and 
their spouses to deal with the practicalities of economic 
life. Decisions and actions take place in context. 
Activities in small family business are impinged upon by 
the wider social and economic context and the actors make 
decisions by taking into consideration the constraints and 
options they face. In other words, family work strategies 
are not devised in a vacuum. Rather they are plans of the 
families in response to the structura 1 constraints and 
options, and according to what they think is socially 
acceptable (Anderson, Bechhofer and Gershuny 1994). Seen 
in this light, the device and deployment of strategies 
have to be connected with the wider ideological, social 
and economic context. 
The Family as a unit of Production 
The family is the unit where economic decisions take 
place and where gender relation is enacted. The 
embeddedness of these relations in the family context 
makes it necessary to conceptualize the family as a unit 
of production. In contemporary time, it is a truism to say 
that "every family h a s an economy" (Katz, Doucet and Stern 
1982, quoted in Archer 1990:261) and that the household, 
not the individual, is the calculating and decision- mak i ng 
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unit in many lines of economic analysis (Martinelli and 
Smelser 1990). This is in fact the result of a vital 
concentration of research and debates centering around the 
issues of work and family. Even though "one of the hottest 
topics of the 1980s among family researchers has been the 
interaction between work and family life" (Beach 
1989:vii), it seems to have had no impact on small 
business researchers (Allen and Truman 1992). At first, 
there is what Kanter (1977) refers to as the acceptance of 
the myth of home and work as separate spheres by social 
scientists. This separate spheres view maintains that 
industrialization requires the society to keep the family 
as a separate and privatized sphere from the public sphere 
of productive wo~k. It also sees men as breadwinners doing 
productive work in the public sphere of work and women as 
wives and mothers performing family duties in the private 
sphere. The abundance of research studies which examine 
work-related issues among men and family-related issues 
among women reflects this acceptance (Voydanoff, ed. 
1984). This approach of treating work and family as 
separate spheres has been an obstacle to our understanding 
of the linkages betwee n the two spheres and it has 
contributed to obscure women's economic role (Mazumdar and 
Sharma 1990). It has been widely challenged for its 
theoretical weakness of implied function a lism which argues 
that industrialization d e termines f amily change and 
industrialization somehow requires the separation of the 
work sphere and the family sphere (Close 1985; F inch 
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1983). Recognizing the connections between work and 
family, social , scientists have 
examine work and family linkages 





new research agenda to 
explore home and work interface. The most significant in 
this new direction has been the growth of work which 
examines how families allocate their resources to get work 
done. One group of researchers (see Silver 1993 for a 
review) break away from the assumptions of segregation of 
workplace and residence in modern industrial societies. 
Focusing their attention on the impact of spatial 
integration of home and work on family life, they study 
homeworking. They ask questions such as whether the 
spatial integrat~on of home and work makes it easier to 
meet the dual demands of families and breadwinning, and 
whether it adds to tensions between domestic and economic 
spheres of life. Sociologists' increased interest in the 
spatial aspects of social life has led to discussions in 
regard to whether space matters; that is, whether the 
consequences of the spatial integration of work and family 
are desirable or not. Evidence collected so far suggests 
that the separation of spheres is not a spatial matter. 
Gender inequali ties persist regardless of the spatial 
logistics of workplace (AlIen and Wolkowitz 1987; Silver 
1993) . 
Other sociologists go beyond spatial integration. Their 
discussions and research focus on how work arrangements 
are established to fit with household arrangements and how 
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they are recast and renegotiated when households change 
their composition (Pahl 1993). They see the family as a 
resource system which has at its disposal the working 
capacities of its members (Mingione 1991). They examine 
ways in which work and family interpenetrate (Hareven 
1982; Mingione 1991; Pahl 1984; 
1991; Tilly and Scott 1978; 
1985; 
smith 
Pratt and Hanson 
and Wallerstein 
(coordinators) 1992). Their studies are grounded on the 
notions that the family is a resource system (Wallman 
1984), that it is a great source of material help, a unit 
of getting by (Pahl 1984), and that it is a matrix within 
which career and economic choices are made (Hareven 1987) . 
Other studies which do not necessarily conceptualize the 
family as a unit of production, examine the 
interrelationships between work in the labor market and in 
the home also reveal that there is a complex relationship 
between the two spheres (Close and Collins, eds. 1985; 
Collins and Gimenez, eds. 1990; Davis 1982; Finch 1983; 
Gerstel and Gross, eds. 1987; Hood 1983; Jenson, Hagen and 
Reddy, eds. 1988; Rapoport and Rapoport 1976; Wallman 
1984). Whether focusing on homework or otherwise, and 
regardless of conceptual orientations, all the studies 
have proved the separate spheres view to be empirically 
insupportable. 
It is clear by now that the boundary between work and 
family is artificial and we have to analyze the links 
between the two. Not only do we need a recognition of the 
interconnections between work and family but also a broad 
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enough definition of work. I contend that in order to gain 
a critical understanding of the family-work interface in 
small family 'business, we must look at work in a much 
wider sense, recognizing that "the social relations of 
work, employment, kin and household arrangements interact 
on each other in complex spirals of iterations" (Pahl 
1993:630). Research should focus on how domestic decisions 
mesh with decisions in the business, how the working of 
the family interacts with that of the business. Work can 
be done outside the home as well as in the home and it can 
or cannot yield direct pay (Rosenfeld 1985). ~n this study 
of the small family business, it is important to take into 
account the work of fami ly members. What the business 
owners do can d.etermine what is left for the other 
members, especially the spouses to do. Similarly, what 
other members do in and out of business also affects the 
kind of work done by the bus iness owners. Hence, the 
discussion on family-work linkage immediately brings up 
the issue of how decisions on who does what and how work 
is organized. Research on the small family business as a 
workplace in industrial society inevitably highlights the 
need to treat the family as a unit of production. Small 
family business, to borrow an idea set forth by Kanter 
(1977 i 1990), is a highly 'absorptive ' endeavor which 
affects the life of family members in one way or another. 
In short, the family is an economic unit, a unit of 
production. This conception of the family as a unit of 
production · is not based on a narrow distinction between 
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the entrepreneurial family (Goffee and Scase 1985) or the 
farm family (Oelphy 1977, quoted in Finch 1983) as a unit 
of production and the 'normal' family as a unit of 
consumption because they possess very distinct features. 
Such distinction is premised on the separate spheres view 
which, as argued earlier, has contributed to the 
oversimplified and dichotomous conception of work and home 
as separate spheres which has proved to be conceptually 
inadequate and empirically insupportable. Families make 
economic decisions in regard to production and consumption 
of income and other resources. There is great 
interdependence between economic and family spheres 
(Archer 1990). 
With reference to the Chinese families in Hong Kong, 
conceptualizing the family as a unit of production is 
certainly appropriate. Cohen (1970, quoted in Kertzer 
1986) writes of the Chinese chia (or jia, family) that it 
is 'the economic family' which is a unit consisting of 
members related to each other by blood, marriage, or 
adoption and having a common budget and common property. 
Salaff (1992) also sees the domestic or economic family 
(jia) as focusing on economic survival in which "all 
members of the economic family contribute to the common 
budget and draw their expenses from this common purse" (P. 
270). In her earlier research on the working daughters in 
Hong Kong, she finds that Chinese families in Hong Kong 
. maintain a centripetal regime which means that the 
families demand the primary loyalty of their members and 
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mobilize their labor power, political, and psychological 
allegiance on behalf of kinsmen. The family can be viewed 
as a resource system which allocates the labor of its 
members and influences their productive activities (Salaff 
1981) . 
In summary, conceptualizing the family as a unit of 
production directs attention to the familial circumstances 
which influence the economic decision making of running a 
business and takes the role of the family seriously in 
understanding the process of capital accumulation. 
Rationality in Families 
Granovetter (1985), in a seminal journal article, 
'Economic Action . and Social Structure: The Problem of 
Embeddedness', asserts than the assumption of rational 
action is a good working hypothesis. "What looks to the 
analyst like nonrational behavior may be quite sensible 
When situational constraints, especially those of 
embeddedness, are fully appreciated" (Granovetter 
1985:506). Using the example of managers who evade audits 
and fight over transfer pricing, he sees such behavior as 
rational or instrumental because "i t aims not only at 
economic goals but also at sociability, approval, status, 
and power" (P. 506). This embeddedness argument has 
important implications for analyzing the family as a unit 
of production. 
There is a lot of discussions on the 'rationality' of 
the family/household unit. In economics, Beeker (1991) in 
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his Rotten Ki d Theorem states that in a family, each 
beneficiary, no matter how selfish, maximizes the family 
income of his benefactor and thereby internalizes all 
effects of his actions on other beneficiaries. He believes 
that altruism is less 'efficient' in the marketplace and 
more 'efficient' in families. This efficiency argument is 
too far-fetched as to assume that near complete 
rationality can be found in individuals in the family 
system. It, however, does direct our attention to the 
rationality dimension in the family system. In sociology, 
there are echoes to this argument, perhaps with a cautious 
note. Pahl (1984) emphasizes the dynamic conservatism of 
the household, acting as a relatively autonomous social 
unit pursuing its own goals and defending its own 
interest. Davis (1982) concludes in his study that there 
are many instances of 'organizational rationality' in 
family life - families organize, schedule, and coordinate 
their activities in ways similar to those of more formal 
bureaucratic structures. Crow (1989), however, questions 
how much calculation goes into devising a family strategy 
and criticizes the analysis of actions in terms of 
strategies to have imputed more rational calculation than 
is justifiable. Nevertheless, in his discussion of 
Yeandle's (1984) contention that within family households 
negotiations about female labor may be resolved either on 
the basis of tradition (patriarchy) or on the basis of 
rationality, or both, he maintains that in the development 
o~ hous~hold strategies, where negotiations are resolve d 
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in favor of a patriarchal solution, the absence of 
economic rationality does not necessarily reflect the 
absence of rationality. The reason for this is that it may 
be rational, in a very pragmatic sense, for those in 
positions of structural disadvantages to concede to the 
wishes of those with power. Similarly, Fenstermaker, West 
and Zimmerman (1991) argue that there is implicit 
rationality in the gender-biased labor apportionment which 
appears irrational and unfair. 
Actions that occur in the family business are 
undoubtedly rational. conceptualizing family business 
units as such can add to our understanding of the choices 
and decisions made in the family firms as it offers to 
take the relative .efficiency advantages into account when 
trying to understand economic decision-making in the 
family. However, I should note that while we take 
efficiency considerations into account, if we adhere to a 
purely economistic view and over-emphasize the 
calculations of the actors in the family units, we risk 
the danger of seeing actors and families as isolated 
units. An embeddedness analysis allows for consideration 
of other factors which affect family choices. It avoids 
the deficiency of an economistic analysis, for example, 
Becker's Rotten Kid Theorem (1991). When applied to 
explain why the small family firm has thrived even though 
altruism in market transactions is inefficient, the 
theorem assumes maximization of the firm's utility 
function. It indicates that individuals in a family firm 
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are more like l y to refrain from shirking, theft, and other 
behavior detrimental to the firm. Moreover, firms might 
employ relatives even when they are not altruistic, since 
they know about the skills, character, and expenditures of 
relatives. They can use this knowledge to assign relatives 
to appropriate tasks to detect whether their relatives are 
living "too well" as the result of stealing from the firm. 
The outcome that family firms will survive appears to be 
inevitable under this argument. It neglects the conditions 
in the large social context which favor certain choices 
and decisions and those which put constraints .on actions. 
Also overlooked are the social norms and ideologies which 
are frames of reference for people's considerations when 
they devise their .strategies. In the interest of gaining 
a fuller understanding of economic actions in the small 
family business units, I utilize an approach which is 
contextual and which takes seriously the problem of 
embeddedness in the analysis of economic action and social 
structure. 
Family Work strategy in context 
In conceptualizing the family as a an economic unit 
which is socially constructed and sustained, sociologists 
have increasingly been concerned with the issues of the 
organization of household economic behavior (see for 
example, Anderson, Bechhofer and Gershuny, eds. 1994; 
Mingione 1991; Pahl 1984; smith and Wallerstein, 
coordinators, 1992). All advocate that a sociologically 
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informed analysis of household economic behavior needs to 
address issues wider than those considered by most 
economists (Anderson, Bechhofer and Gershuny 1994). 
Implicitly or explicitly, sociologists question the 
appropriateness of the atomistic approach of the "New Home 
Ec~nomics" (Becker 1976). By reference to the underpinning 
family factors, Becker attempts to explain the economic 
behavior of households by assuming the existence of a 
single household utility function. Household labor is 
assumed to be appropriated to maximize its collective 
efficiency. This perspective does not admit external 
constraints of utility maximization of the households, or 
incorporate social attitudes and expectations, nor does it 
pay attention to · differential access to resources, to 
intra-household conflicts, and to power inequalities 
between the sexes (Berk 1985; Townsend and Momsen 1987). 
Dissatisfied with the economistic approach, sociologists 
have increasingly utilized the concept of family/household 
strategy in their analysis of how families allocate their 
resources and deploy the labor of their members in a range 
of activities to sustain themselves. 
Family Work strategy: An Appraisal 
The concept of family/household work strategy, according 
to Redclift (1986, quoted in Wallace 1993), originates 
from studies of urban poor in the Third World. The idea of 
'survival strategies' is used to show how poor people's 
struggles to survi ve poverty can be both logical and 
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resourceful. Following work by Pahl (1984) and Pahl and 
Wallace (1985), the idea is generalized to all households 
(Wallace 1993). In this conceptualization, the family is 
depicted as a collective in which members participate in 
the formulations of strategies to allocate the family time 
and resources to get work done. Using this as an orienting 
concept, researchers probe into work and family 
relationships and explain how families cope with 
constraining economic, institutional and social realities 
(Moen and Wethington 1992). They maintain that families 
play an acti ve role in constructing work patterns by 
taking into account the life cycle stage needs of the 
family and the constraining factors in the wider economic 
context (Beach 198~). They also assert that in responding 
to external constraints and opportunities, families make 
decisions flexibly and develop strategies (Anderson, 
Bechhofer and Kendrick 1994; Elder 1981; Hareven 1977; 
McCrone 1994; Pahl 1984; Pahl and Wallace 1985; Tilly and 
Scott 1978). The growing prominence of the concept has led 
to a range of theoretical and empirical debates concerning 
its usefulness. Recent discussions on the approach are 
found in the works of Ande rson, Bechhofer and Kendrick 
(1994), Crow (1989), Edwards and Ribbens (1991), Knights 
and Morgan (1990), Moen and Wethington (1992), Morgan 
(1989), Morris (19890, Wallace (1993), Warde (1990), 
Watson (1990) and Wolf (1992). Scholars, in general, 
highlight its value as a broad analytical perspective 
which does not treat families as atomistic units but as 
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units affecte d by s oc io-e conomic and cultural forces. 
Although some are critical of the approach and point to 
its diff icul ties and ambigui ties, only a few obj ect to 
using this concept (for example, Edwards and Ribbens 1991; 
Wolf 1992). 
Here I summarize the critiques on the approach with a 
view to outline the caveats which must be borne in mind so 
as to take "a more considered and critical look at what we 
are doing." (Morgan 1989:29). The first of the questions 
raised against the family work s trategy approach concerns 
its implications of families being cohesive and consensual 
units, ignoring inequalities of power and responsibility 
within them. Some actor s in a family may be more power-
advantaged than o.ther actors and this imbalanced power 
relations will result in unfair strategies (Molm, Quist 
and Wiseley 1994). The goals that individual members are 
pursuing mayor may not represent a family consensus. 
'Functionality' for one member may be 'dysfunctionality' 
for another and there possibly exists conflicting 
relationships between individual strategies and household 
s trategies. These are i ssu e s that remain relatively 
unexplored (Crow 1989; Moen and Wethington 1990; Morgan 
1989; Morris 1989; Warde 1990; Wolf 1992). The same 
criticism raised on the flexibility of homeworking can be 
applied here. The emphasis on the flexibility of 
homeworking gives it a 'progressive' cast. Yet in terms of 
objective gender relations, homework might not appear so 
progressive (Silver 1993). The emphases on adaptive 
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capacity and unity of the families suggest progressiveness 
and a romanticized view of al truism among members of 
families. 
Second, it is suggested that the concept of strategy is 
overly-rationalistic which may be an inappropriate way of 
describing decision-making in households; there is a 
danger of reading more calculation into actions than there 
really is (Crow 1989; Morgan 1989; Warde 1990; Wolf 1992). 
Third, it is open to question what is treated as a 
strategy. It raises the question of what decisions and 
actions fit the definition of strategy. sometimes families 
themselves may not view their actual experiences as 
'strategies' while researchers may label them as such or 
impute objective~ to the actions based on their own 
interpretations. Moreover, the insistence of some writers 
that some strategies can possibly be devised unconsciously 
further confuses the issue, it raises the question of what 
kinds of social action might be described as 'non-
strategic ' (Crow 1989; Moen and Wethington 1992; Morgan 
1989) . 
Fourth, related to the last point, there is the 
conceptual pitfall of 'historical functionalism' 
(Stinchcombe 1968, quoted in Moen and Wethington 1992). On 
the one hand, family strategies are seen simultaneously as 
a cause and as an effect I and on the other I they are 
interpreted as having positive impact on the families 
because the family units have survived (Crow 1989; Moen 
and Wethington 1992; Warde 1990). 
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Fifth, the analysis of actions in terms of strategies 
can lead to a neglect of social structural constraints 
which may be more important than an individual's or 
collectivity's goals in the explanation of actions. There 
is a potential danger to introduce undue voluntarism and 
to assume unconstrained choice in the family units. 
Researchers risk the danger of allowing institutional 
analysis to be dispensed with (Crow, 1989; Warde, 1990). 
Finally, feminist scholars point out that the concept is 
inherently gender-biased. On the one hand, the concept is 
rooted within masculine spheres of activity a~d imputes a 
'public world' type of rationality which is inappropriate 
to be applied to women's lives because women are concerned 
more with 'being' than 'strategizing' (Edwards and Ribbens 
1991). On the other hand, some researchers, in their 
portrayals of family decision making processes, tend to 
assume that the individual making the decisions is a male 
(Wolf 1992). For these reasons, Edwards and Ribbens, and 
Wolf have argued for stopping to use the concept. 
The questions raised need to be taken seriously in our 
analysis. We should avoid a neo-romantic interpretation of 
the role of family as autonomous (Hareven 1977), should 
not bring to mind a myth of the over-integrated, ever 
resilient family (Elder 1981) and should not portray the 
household as being self-sufficient and isolated (Harris 
1984). Neither should we imply that there is one single 
strategy which is static and which structures actions 
across all areas of people's lives (Anderson, Bechhofer 
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and Kendrick 1994). We should also attend to the fact that 
there are power differences, differential access to 
, resources and intra-household conflicts. Most important of 
all, we should not neglect the social and structural 
constraints and options in the formulation of family work 
strategies. My position is similar to those scholars who 
despite finding the approach as having ambigui ties and 
difficulties, think that the concept is defensible 
(Anderson, Bechhofer and Kendrick 1994; Moen and 
Wethington 1992) and that the term 'strategy' is 
empirically useful (Wallace 1993). It is the empirical 
existence of strategies in families we shall turn to in 
the following section. 
The Existence of strategies 
Indeed, studies have continued to generate useful data 
which "implicitly concede strategy's existence" and have 
"tacitly supported the concept of strategy" (Beach 
1989:28). For example, Anderson, Bechhofer and Kendrick 
(1994) use large- scale survey methods to investigate plans 
and strategies at the individual and household level and 
find that the concept of 
unde r s tanding the acti o ns 
strategy is 
o f individual 
helpful in 
and their 
households. Archer (1990) examines the family economy of 
entrepreneurial households in Detroit, 1800 and suggests 
that the family strategies of these households were 
focused on business survival and the maintenance of 
middle~class status and respectability or the pursuit of 
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social mobi li ty. Hareven (1982), in Family Time and 
Industrial Time, studies the labor force configurations in 
an industrial town and finds that interdependence in the 
family and collective effort of the family are the keys to 
survival and that family economic strategies take 
precedence over individual choices and priorities. Lui's 
(1994) investigation on women's labor supply to industrial 
outworking in Hong Kong, in Waged Work at Home, finds that 
participation in outwork is a family strategy to cope with 
the demands of family responsibilities. While women are 
constrained by economic and ideological factors to choose 
to supply their labor to outwork, the decision is 
nevertheless a result of strategizing to cope with their 
problems. McCrone's (1994) findings support that 
individuals and households continuously adapt to changing 
circumstances: they set out their ways of 'making out' 
which requires a longer-term orientation to the future and 
most of the time they are concerned wi th 'getting by' 
which means short-term defensive strategies. Pahl (1984), 
in Division of Labour, looks at work in a wide sense and 
studies all forms of work by all members of the household 
both inside and outside it. He concludes that households 
are collecti ve uni ts which have strategies to allocate 
their collective effort to get work done. Pratt and Hanson 
(1991), in their study of Worcester, Massachusetts 
households, find that they have worked out a range of 
strategies that hold implications for the type and 
location of paid employment of individual members. 
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Robinson (1993) tests the hypothesis that economic 
strategies are adopted out of necessity by working-class 
families on a sample of families living in Indianapolis 
from 1860 to 1880 and finds that families employed 
different strategies as they moved through the life cycle. 
Tilly and Scott's Women, Work and Family (1978) studies 
women's work and attempts to explain historical changes in 
women's participation in economic life. They see the use 
of wives' and daughters' labor as a family adaptive 
strategy. All these empirical support for the concept of 
strategy raises exciting possibilities for further studies 
(Beach 1989). 
Embeddedness of Family Work strategy 
My approach to family work strategy in small family 
business units uses an embeddedness analysis (Granovetter 
1985). Specifically, I look at two dimensions of 
embeddedness. First, I go beyond the immediate family 
circumstances by taking into account the structures which 
direct strategic actions. Second, I anchor the decision of 
the actors in the context of social norms and examine how 
the interpretation of norms affect their decision making. 
By providing the actors with a sense of agency, I argue 
for the importance of delving into the SUbjective 
interpretations of both men and women. In the interest of 
making women visible, I emphasize the importance of female 
agency (Wolf 1992) and its relationship with family 
strategizing. 
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The wider c o .text 
The factors contributing to the start-up and survival 
of small family businesses are not atomistic ones, 
confining only to the internal working of the families. 
Factors in the larger social and economic context are 
equally, if not more, important. Family researchers have 
long cautioned against the neglect of the impact of social 
and structural factors on family decision-making (Elder 
1981; Hareven 1977; Harris 1984). In order to grasp the 
interwoven relationship between individual and family 
change with changes in the larger society, they call for 
an approach which is contextual and dynamic, seeing the 
family as existing in constant interaction with other 
social processes and institutions, with its problems and 
possible strategies delimited by social and historical 
change (Elder 1981, 1985, 1987; Hareven 1977, 1979, 1982, 
1987; Kertzer 1985; Moen and Wethington 1992). The result 
is a distinctive view of life course dynamics as a field 
of inquiry , and the approach is named the life course 
approach. According to Moen and Wethington (1992), the 
potential of the life course approach for family research 
has been demonstrated by Elder's study, Children of the 
Great Depression (1974) and Hareven's Family Time and 
Industrial Time (1982). The former is a longitudinal study 
which follows a cohort of Oal<land, California children 
(born 1920-21) through the Depression decade and the World 
War 11 to the postwar years of middle age; the latter a 
study of the mill community of Manchester, New Hampshire, 
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circa 1900-1930. Their objectives are to "relate the 
concrete experience of living in families and at various 
points in space and time to large social structures and 
processes" (Tilly 1987, quoted in Elder 1987:192). 
I do not intend to make the life course of the small 
business owners and their families the focal point of this 
research. However, the conceptual underpinnings of this 
approach help direct my attention to the forces in the 
wider context that affect the decisions of people under 
study. This approach has features which emphasize the 
importance of context. 
familial decisions with 
It focuses on the meshing of 
external factors (Elder 1985; 
1987; Hareven 1978). It points to the implications of 
situational imperatives in shaping the adaptive responses 
of individuals and families to economic conditions (Elder 
1987; Hareven 1978; Moen and Wethington 1992). This 
approach also stresses that available options are 
historically structured and adaptations in later life have 
to be understood by referring to earlier life experiences. 
In other words, attention is paid to linking early and 
later events and to relating current observations to the 
family history. Emphasis is put on the cumulative impact 
of earlier life-cours e transi tions on subsequent ones 
(Elder 1981, 1985; Hareven 1978, 1982; Moen and Wethington 
1992) . 
The focus of this study is the processes of the 
accommodation of the f amily to the a ccumulation of capital 
in small family business. Family and business units are 
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socially embedded, they respond to external social and 
economic factors which impinge constraints on them as well 
as provide opportunities for them. Embeddedness arguments 
provide insights for this study in the following ways. 
First, the setting up of small family business units is 
dependent on the resources available within it as well as 
the external economic situation at the point in time when 
they are set up. Being alert to their social embeddedness 
centers our focus on the interactions between economic 
change and family adaptations so as to link the family 
business units with larger economic conditions. Apart from 
looking at the ways different family members contribute to 
the economic status of the unit, one also looks at how the 
workings of the outside economy affects it. Second, the 
resources, beliefs and experiences members bring to the 
situation have important bear ing on the actions taken. 
Attending to the notion of social embeddedness gives 
proper consideration to the consequences of earlier 
experiences on the subsequent development. Doing so 
renders the analysis historical (Elder 1985; Hareven 
1978) . 
Th~ female agency and family strategizing 
Studying the processes of accumulation and 
accommodation within the small family business units 
brings up t .he issue why the men and women choose the 
option of investing their capital and labor in small 
proprietorship and how work, in its wide sense, is 
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organized in these units. How labor is supplied and 
divided among the couples, and what considerations there 
are in the designation of work roles remain to be 
empirical questions. Theoretically, it is reasonable to 
argue that the considerations can be business-related as 
well as gender- and family-related. The differences in the 
human capital available, the life-cycle stage and special 
needs of the family, for instance, child care and care for 
elderly persons, the normatively prescribed gender roles 
and gendered pattern of work are likely factors in the 
consideration. 
One common criticism on treating the family as a unit 
of production and on the concept of family work strategy 
is that they do not query power and control over resources 
and do not take account of the differing interests of the 
actors in the unit (Harris 1984; Morris 1989). In the 
small family business units, the key actors are the 
married couples who deploy their labor in the running of 
the business. An understanding of how negotiations and 
decisions are constrained by socially defined gender roles 
is essential for a full understanding of actions in the 
uni ts. In the context of sma 11 bus iness research, the 
contributing wives have been consistently left out. 
Because most family proprietors are men, the role of their 
wives is not usually formally recognized and hence their 
input is frequently ignored. When wives' role does get 
recognized, they are either assumed to give support to 
their husbands (AlIen and Truman 1992) or the discussions 
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concentrate only on the consequences the small family 
business have on them (Scase and Goffee 1980). We thus 
have little actual knowledge of the action of wives and 
what moti vations and considerations they have in 
incorporating their labor in the business. This 
patriarchal bias in small business research which neglects 
wives' contributions in underwriting the efforts of their 
husbands has made this group of women remain invisible. 
This research intends to make these women visible. 
In small family businesses, production relations are 
centrally placed within the family (Westwood and Bhachu 
1988). While running one's own business may offer an 
attractive option of meeting both family and work 
requirements of the couples and may potentially provide 
great advantages for flexibility, it does not necessarily 
result in the fitting of accumulation into family 
requirements. Out of economic necessity, the family may 
very likely have to accommodate the accumulation process. 
This accommodation process will not be identical for 
individual members within the families. Gender is a 
significant variable affecting the process. This brings us 
back to the discussion made in the above regarding power 
differences in the family unit of production. Collective 
family needs are not always congruent with individual 
preferences (Hareven 1987) and members of a small family 
business do not ne cessarily share an identical class. What 
this means for labor supply, division of labor and the 
outcom~s of labor supply is that these are not more or 
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less the same for everyone and there may be gender 
di f f erences in t he link between l abor supp ly and economic 
outcome (Josephides 1988; Phizacklea 1988). It is 
important that the gender issue is not glos sed over. 
In dealing with the gender issue, I am of the position 
that we should not over - emphasi ze the male-dominated 
family ideol ogy and shou l d not be di smi ss ive of t he 
women's own views. If we say that failure to recognize the 
role of wives in small family firms contains a patriarchal 
bias, we can as well say that any over-emphasis of the 
male-dominated family ideology in shaping women's attitude 
and behavior also contains a feminist bias. In over-
emphasizing male dominance, women's own assessment of the 
situation and the possibility for them to exercise role 
bargaining power are undermined (Finch 1983; Hood 1983; 
Westwood and Bhachu 1988). This bias errs in being 
functionalist in explanation which leaves no room for 
t~eating women as social actors who are capable of 
constructing their own reality in their social life in 
general (Wrong 1961) and in their marriage in particular 
(Berger and Kellner 1964). If we take male-dominated 
family ideology for granted, we risk presupposing its 
impact and giving it undue importance ln affecting women's 
action. Josephides ' (1988) comme nt of the role of ideology 
in shaping Cypriot women's decision to work in the ethnic 
context in Britain, provides an interesting insight: 
A curious characteristic of ideologies is that they 
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always seem to be there when they are needed to 
justify a particular practice, but they can just as 
easily be absent or change. cypriots, both men and 
women, can cite the 'danger' of working with 
unrelated men in order to show the desirability of 
women working in a Cypriot factory ..... but in their 
next sentence they can talk about a woman getting a 
'good' job with better pay in a non-Cypriot factory 
•••.•..... (P.50). 
Hence, instead of presupposing that all husbands 
maintain authority over their wives and fitting all wives 
into a pre-defined category of exploited women, we need to 
find out what is going on in reality. We should treat the 
women as agents capable of setting their own goals and of 
acting to accomplish them. To understand why the women act 
the way they do, we must anchor their actions in the 
variety of circumstances which they encounter. In addition 
to individual factors, for example, age and human capital, 
we need to pay attention to the general life situations 
women are in and how they interpret the situations they 
find themselves in. Looking at women's life situations, it 
is obvious that the external constraints in the labor 
market and the role of women as homemakers are significant 
in affecting the role they play in devising the family 
work strategies and in leading their lives according to 
the directions set out in the strategies. In 
conceptualizing women's roles, while I treat them as 
integral members of the family units under study, I am 
aware of the sets of social limits which constrain the 
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extent of their participation in developing the 
strategies. Anderson, Bechhofer and Gershuny's comments on 
social embeddedness is instructive: 
Economic (and probably all) decision making must 
been seen as a rational activity conducted within 
a framework of normative behaviour but modified 
by the network of social relations within which 
the individual is embedded; the household, as we 
have already pointed out, is a (possibly the) 
crucial part of this network. Only with such a 
view of making choices can we get a grasp both on 
the way that norms change and the ways in which 
economic choices are made (1994:9). 
The implications of such a perspective for the 
examination of women's labor supply in small family 
business and of the rewards for women's labor input are 
two-fold. On the one hand, we do not overlook the 
objective structural constraints but rather take into 
account the limits and restrictions on the options 
available to women. On the other hand, we do not lose 
sig~t of the transpiration of power differences and 
conflicts of interest in the family unit of production. 
W~ile we attribute a sense of agency to the actors, we 
also need to rai se questions about the objective gender 
relation. 
THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Motivated by the recognition that small business 
research has lacked data on the actual working of small 
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family business units, the above is a conceptualization of 
the work-family linkage in small family businesses. This 
conceptualization encompasses two major arguments. First, 
the separate spheres view of work and family is 
theoretically simplistic and empirically insupportable. 
The family is where decisions on resource allocation are 
made and should be treated as a unit of production. In 
making the economic decis ions, people take account of 
their familial circumstances and resources available in 
the family, there is a degree of efficiency consideration 
in the course of decision making. The ways the families 
allocate their resources and deploy their labor can be 
seen as family work strategy in operation. Second, cross-
cutting this first argument is that families are embedded 
in a set of structu~al conditions and no conceptualization 
which does not take into account the ideological, social 
and economic context in which the families are situated 
will be adequate. Families do not construct their 
strategies in a vacuum, familial circumstances, resources 
availability, and structural constraints and options set 
the limits to what can and cannot be done. This 
conceptualization alerts us to pay attention to the 
processes at work within the family unit of production. 
Only when we know what exactly has been going on before, 
during and after deci s ions are made to set up the business 
can we really comprehend the processes of business 
creation and maint e nance . 
centering on the processes of business creation and 
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maintenance and on how work and family are linked, this 
study is concerned with four important research questions. 
First, it deals with the supply considerations. As setting 
up a family business is conceived as a family work 
strategy which is a result of collective actions in the 
family, we need to e xa mine the c ollective aspect s of s mall 
family business, in terms of what familial considerations 
are take n into account when the decision is taken to start 
up a business. Family strategies me an adaptive respons e s . 
To understand why and how the strategies are constructed, 
we look into the resources available within the families 
as well as the external economic situation at the point in 
time when the decisions are made. 
Second, I examine how work is organized in the small 
family business. Wprk organization in small business is 
contingent upon the resources available to different 
families across the various stages of the family and 
business life cycles. Attention is focused on the variety 
of actions taken by fami 1 ies to meet the needs of the 
family and the business. I i nfuse dynamics of timing into 
the study of family behavior so as to unravel the specific 
processes involved in the timing of family decisions. I 
also pay attention to the gende r divisions in terms of the 
burdens the actors bear, the weight they carry and the 
b e nefits they reap from the ir labor input. 
Third, strategies are not static blueprints, they are 
guiding principles which are constantly revised by the 
actors involved in reaction to changing events and 
62 
circumstances (Anderson, Bechhofer and Kendrick 1994; 
McCrone 1994). Hence, I also ask questions about the 
future aspirations the business owners and spouses have 
for their future. 
Finally, a thread running through the above research 
questions is the meaning the men and women give to their 
actions. Emphasis is put on the perspectives of the actors 
themselves in regard to the various aspects researched. 
The purpose is to shed light on the rationale underlying 
their device of family work strategies, on how family 
agreements are made and changed, and how disagreements are 
dealt with , and on the importance of social ideologies in 
shaping the construction of strategies. 
In specific terms, in data collection, questions are 
asked on the following areas: how families develop their 
plans of making a 1 i v ing , how the labor of individual 
members in the families are deployed, what kinds of 
actions are taken in response to changing conditions 
inside and outside of the family, how resources are 
distributed, and what aspirations the conjugal partners 
hold for their family business and their children. 
Inevitably, we need to delve into the resources, beliefs 
and experiences members of the families bring to the 
situation when they derive their strategies. This requires 
a qualitative approach which gives proper consideration to 
the consequences of earlier experiences and arrangements 
on the subsequent actions and rearrangements as well as to 
the ~ubjective motivations of the key actors. This way we 
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do not infer strategies from behavior without talking to 
the strategists (Wolf 1992), rather we give a sense of 
agency to individuals. 
Referring to the difficulties of the concept of family 
work strategy outlined above, analyzing the work-family 
interface by utilizing the notion of the family work 
strategy might risk the danger of a neo-romantic 
interpretation of the workings of the small family 
business. Cultural images of work-family integration carry 
with them idealistic connotations which emphasize 
harmonious balance between work and family life and 
workplace innovations to accommodate family needs. There 
is an intuitive feel that integration is a desirable goal. 
Countering this optimistic view is the pessimistic view 
which questions if the harmonious balance will ever emerge 
(Beach 1989). In the sociological literature, the debates 
on homeworking as a strategy to integrate work and family 
serve as good examples. Past studies of homeworking have 
provided contrary evidence leading to very different 
conclusions. Some support the optimistic view that 
homeworking is progress ive because it flexibly combines 
work and domestic roles. others evaluate it as oppressive 
since homeworkers often overwork because without a 
b9undary between home and work, they have no time nor 
space to escape either (Silver 1993). without assuming the 
set up of a family business as intrinsically negative or 
positive, thi s thes is e xplore s the r easons for forming 
one's own business, in what ways work and family are 
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integrated in the world of small family business and what 
impact this integration has on gender relation and family 
lives. I look at both the subjective interpretations of 
the situations from the respondents' point of view and the 
objective consequences of their actions. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Recent theoretical discussions on small business are by 
and large ideologically slanted in the sense that they 
prescribe what small buisness ought to be, rather than 
taking it as an object of study in its own right. Hence, 
they do not provide insights for building frameworks on 
which to base examinations of the real world of small 
business. A sociologically meaningful framework must 
embrace the familiql, gender and structural components so 
as to understand why people start up their own business 
and how they organize their accumulative activities. The 
opportuni ty structure ava i lable in the economy and the 
labor market situation of the business-owners before 
business start-up are important supply considerations. In 
small family business, the accumulation of capital relies 
much on the accommodative activities of the family. Rather 
than conceptualizing business and family as separate 
spheres, the family should be treated as an economic unit, 
a unit of production. 
I have also argued that rationality underlies the 
actions in the small family business units and that in our 
sociological analy s i s it is important not to confine 
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rationality to the pursuit of economic goals, but also to 
understand it as embedded in socially acceptable norms. 
Since the family is treated as a unit of production, it 
follows that we should direct attention to the collective 
nature of decisions and actions in those units. In setting 
up and running small businesses, people utilize family 
resource and deploy family labor. Effectively, it is the 
family strategies that come into operation. I conceive 
family strategies as devices made by the actors in 
response to the options and constraints impinged upon them 
and their families by the wider social and economic 
context. In analyzing family work strategy in the context 
of small family businesses, we need to keep abreast of the 
economic calculations of the actors in the light of events 
and structural changes. I also highlight the need to 
understand the ideological underpinnings guiding the 
actors' considerations in their decision making. I argue 
for an embeddedness analysis which provides a sense of 
agency to the actors by delving into their sUbjective 
interpretations of social norms and at the same time pays 
attention to the structural and temporal factors which 
affect decisions. In the interest of making women visible 
in small business research, I stress the importance of 
unravelling their supply considerations in the light of 
ideo~ogical and structural factors. 
Based on this conceptualization, my research questions 
address the confluence where individual past experiences, 
family circumstances, ideologies and the economic context 
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come together to affect the setting up and maintenance of 
small family businesses. The following four chapters 
pre~ent the findings. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE 
AND THE MOTIVATIONS FOR SELF-EMPLOYMENT 
surveys of people in Hong Kong have repeatedly shown 
that the desire to set up one's own business is quite 
widespread. In one s tudy c onducte d in 1989, 46.1 p e r c ent 
of the respondents of the employee status indicate that 
the y e ithe r ha v e pre vi ou s ly made t h e attempt to s t art 
their business or have the desire for entrepreneurship 
(Lui a nd T.W.P. Wong 199 4). In another study conducted in 
1990, 43.5 per cent of those interviewed have thought of 
starting his or he r own bus iness (Lui 1992 ). Not all, o f 
course, can materialize their dreams. 
Looking at the factors which lead people to acquire or 
to t a k e over a s h op , start i ng a s ma ll bus iness is "ne ithe r 
a trivial nor a random event" I to paraphrase Waldinger 
(1990: 401). Self - employme nt in the form of becoming a 
business owner' is a career option chosen by the men and 
the women as a result of rational calculation based on 
their assessments of the situations. There is no single 
motive leading to the start-up of busine sses. Nor is there 
a single circumstance under which the decisions are made. 
setting up one's bu s iness is fundamentally concerned with 
producing change in one's circumstances. The phe nomenal 
1 For convenience, the terms 'se lf - employment' and 'business 
ownership' are used interchangeably in this thesis. The 
term 'entrepreneurship' is also used as self-employment 
is considered to be entrepreneurial activity and is often 
rised interchangeably with self-employment (Boyd 1991). 
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growth of the Hong Kong economy has provided opportunities 
for entrepreneur ial ventures but "the Chinese 
entrepreneurship should best be seen as more than an 
outcome of a pre-existing opportunity structure. 
~ntrepreneurship is both constituted and constitutive. It 
is constituted by existing social structure and, in its 
turn, structures the business environment for 
entrepreneurial ventures" (Lui and T.W.P. Wong 1994:12). 
The implication for our analysis is that while we view 
small business as a social entity constructed out of the 
strategizing actions of the business owners and their 
families, we also draw attention to the macro~social and 
wider context in our understanding of business start-up. 
In Chapter Two, conceptually, I have argued that the keys 
to an adequate sociological analysis of small family 
business are through treating the family as a unit of 
production and through an analysis of the strategic 
actions of the family as facilitated by external 
conditions. with these notions in mind, I first of all 
outline the economic setting in Hong Kong with a view to 
examine the opportunity structure which is conducive to 
the setting up of small business so as to set the scene 
for understanding why people choose self-employment as a 
career option. Then, I detail the motivations and 
circumstances underlying the decisions of starting small 
family businesses. 
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THE ECONOMIC SETTING AND THE OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURE 
The Hong Kong economy has exper ience d strong growth 
over the last fifty years. It has developed from being an 
entrepot trading centre for China during the post war 
years to an export-led industrial city during the 1950s 
and 1960s. In the 1970s, Hong Kong, on the one hand, kept 
the major role for the manufacturing sector as the source 
of employment, and on the other hand, transformed its 
financial community from a local-serving commercial 
banking sector to one of the largest financial centres in 
the world (Castells 1986; SRI International Project Team 
1989). starting from 1979-1980, Hong Kong went through 
industrial rest r uc tu r ing. One o f the most distinct 
characteristics of the restructuring of the local 
manufacturing sect0r is the large scale movement of labor-
intensive production into China. As a result, 
manufacturing's share of GDP has dropped from 27.6 per 
cent in 1979 to 21.8 percent in 1987. Also, from 1980 to 
1987, this sector shed total of 40,000 workers in the 
process of relocation and upgrading, representing -0.6 per 
cent growth in employment. The same time the manufacturing 
sector was shr inking, the serv ice sector2 exper ienced 
rapid expansion. This labor-intensive sector absorbed some 
400,000 workers be-tween 1980 and 1987, the growth rate 
being 5. 1 p e r c e nt (H a ng Seng Ba n k Lt d , 199 Oa, 199 0b). 
2 The service sector includes the following industries: 
wholesale and retail trades, import-export trades, 
restaurants and hotel s , transportation and communication, 
finance and insurance, real estate, s oc i al and community 
services, public administration. . 
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From 1987 to 1994, the employment size in the 
manufacturing sector shrank from 867,947 to 455,853, or a 
growth rate of -47 per cent. contrarily, the number of 
persons engaged in the service sector grew from 1,191,325 
to 1,791,512, or a growth rate of 50 per cent (Census and 
statistics Department 1992:2-3; 1994:4-5). The expansion 
of the service sector has played a major role in 
sustaining a fully employed Hong Kong economy3. 
In the face of keen international competition in the 
turn of the decade, Hong Kong keeps competitive. In terms 
of international distribution, foreign investment and 
international commercial alliances, the territory ranks 
top in the region, according to the World competitiveness 
Report 1993 (South China Morning Post, June 22, 1993). At 
the end of 1994, "America's Fortune magazine names Hong 
Kong the world's top city in which to do business 
(Asiaweek, November 30, 1994). 
The Hong Kong economy has succeeded in making difficult 
transitions in response to changing economic and political 
conditions over the last fifty odd years. A variety of 
economic, political, social, cultural and geographical 
factors have interacted to bring about Hong Kong's success 
3 Hong Kong's unemployment rates have remained low. 
According to a local economist, "the unemployment rate 
seldom rises above 5 per cent and when it does, it usually 
declines back to a lower level very fast" (Ho 1986:39). 
Affected by world-wide recession, unemployment was higher 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, recording 4.4 per cent in 
1971, 9.0 per cent in 1975, 3.9 per cent in 1981 and 3.0 
in 1985 (Ho 1986:Table 4). In the last few years, Hong 
Kong has continuously enjoyed a lower than 3 per cent rate 
of unemployment (Government Information Services, various 
years) .. 
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(Findlay and Wellisz 1993). A lengthy review of the 
explanations offered is beyond the scope of this chapter, 
the development-oriented and non-interventionist state 
policy aside, other attributes put forth can be summarized 
as follows: the influence of 'rationalistic 
traditionalism' of the Confucian culture (King 1992); the 
entrepreneurial spirit of the Chinese population who were 
driven by exogenous conditions in China to migrate to Hong 
Kong (S.L. Wong 1986) i the concern with material pursuit 
rather than labour organization among the Chinese workers 
(England 1989; Lethbridge and Ng 1984); the relatively low 
labor cost and abundant labor supply (Castells 1986); the 
capacity of the economy to adapt to external change in 
general (SRI International Project Team 1989), the 
adaptive strate~ies of the manufacturing sector in 
particular (Lui and Chiu 1993), and the economic value of 
Hong Kong to China (Sung 1991). 
A notable feature of Hong Kong's economy is that it is 
dominated by small firms (Henderson and Appelbaum 1992; 
Castells 1986; Findlay and Wellisz 1993). Small firms are 
prevalent in the manufacturing sector and the distributive 
sector. The latter include the r e tail, the wholesale and 
the import/export s ectors. In the first quarter of 1994, 
the average employee size of the manufacturing sector is 
13; in the r e t a il sect or , 3 .9; the wh o l esa l e sector, 4.7; 
and the import/export sector, 5 (computed from Census and 
statistics Department 1994:4-5). The absence of government 
interference is conducive to business start-ups in Hong 
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Kong, for instances, there is no minimum wage legislation 
and no compulsory pension schemes or insurance 
contributions. Looking at the operational level of the 
various sectors, the subcontracting system has encouraged 
entrepreneurship in the manufacturing sector and in the 
distributive sector, entrepreneurs "can start their 
businesses with small structures, both in terms of assets 
and size of establishment" (Lui and T.W.P. Wong 1994:19). 
In short, the economy is structurally conducive to 
entrepreneurship. 
Looking specifically at the retail sector, the sector 
from which the respondents of this study are from, over 
the last ten years, the number of establishments has 
increased from 48,608 in 1984 to 52,935 in the first 
quarter of 1994, the growth rate being 8.9 per cent. The 
average establishment size has remained stably low at 3.37 
in 1984 and 3.9 in 1994 (Census and statistics Department 
1990:113, 1994:5). Indeed, in this trade, the operating 
expenses and compensation of employees only accounted for 
11.2 per cent and 6.1 per cent respectively between 1984 
and 1988 (Census and statistics Department 1990:114)4. My 
own analysis based on secondary data5 shows that of the 
4 The discussion of Lui and T.W.P. Wong (1994) is based on 
this special review. To the best of my knowledge, the 
Census and Statistics Department has only published one 
Special Review on the distributive trades for the period 
1984 to 1988. Other publications of the Department do not 
reveal similar data to enable a more up-dated comparison. 
5 The Next Magazine, a weekly popular magazine in Chinese in 
Hong Kong, reports on stories of small business start-ups 
every week. I collected data rep~rted in the magazine 
between September 1990 and August 1994. Though far from 
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192 small businesses in the sample, more than half (94) 
are in the retail business. In these 94 retail shops, 
about three quarters of them have had no prior experience 
of business ownership and over half of them were in a 
different trade from the business they are currently 
running. This reflects that prior knowledge or high level 
of manager ia 1 competence do not appear to be necessary 
conditions for entry into the retail trade. Taken 
together, the above evidence seems to suggest that the 
nature of the retail trade does not present new entrants 
too many barriers. 
The performance of the trade is tremendous. We now turn 
back to the official statistics . Table 2 in the following 
page shows the percentage change between 1984 and 1988 in 
average per establishment and per person engaged 
statistics of the retail trade. In terms of average per 
establishment, the retail trade ranked first in two of the 
selected performance indicators, namely sales and other 
receipts, and value added. In terms of gross surplus, it 
ranked second, following restaurants. In terms of average 
per person engaged, the retail trade performed 
comparatively well with other sectors in regard to sales 
and other receipts and value added, and it followed 
restaurants in gross s u r plus (Ce ns u s and statistics 
Department 1990:116). 
being representative or complete, in view of the dearth 
of information on small business, I believe the data to 
be useful as pointers to understanding the start-up of 
small . businesses. 
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Table 2 Percentage Change between 1984 and 1988 in 
Average Per Establishment and Per Person 
Engaged of the Retail sector 
======================================================= 
Sales and 
other Value Gross 
receipts added* surplus 
Average per 
establishment +71.6 +93.9 +120.0 
Average per 
person engaged +56.0 +76.2 +100.0 
* Value added is derived as gross output less 
intermediate consumption, i. e., the value of 
production less the value of nondurable goods and 
services used in production. 
Source: Adapted from Census and statistics Department 
(1990:115, Table 6) 
The dearth of discussion and research on the retail 
in Hong Kong does not allow us to fully explain the 
prosperity enjoyed by this sector. However, it is not 
unreasonable to gauge that a fully employed Hong Kong 
economy has led to strong household demand for retail 
products and that the characteristic of spatial 
compactness of Hong Kong has allowed for a convenient 
circulation of various retail products. The densely-
populated city (approximately 5590 persons per square 
kilometre, Gove rnment Information Services 1993:381) has 
proved to be highly absorptive with the capacity to 
support small-scale business activities. The remarkable 
persistence of hawking activitie s in t h e urban economy of 
Hong Kong is a proo f of this capacity (Armstrong and McGee 
1985; Smart 1990). 
In short, the nature of the retai l t r ade (small sized, 
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low operating cost, low labor cost, low level of 
managerial competence and not much prior knowledge 
required) and the Hong Kong economy are favorable to small 
business start-up in the retail trade. The dominance of 
small firms reflects that people find better possibilities 
for individual advancement in them and that 
entrepreneurship is an option of mobility strategy (Lui 
and T.W.P. Wong 1994). What motivate people to take 
advantage of the existing opportunity is a question which 
needs to be answered by the business owners themselves. 
MOTIVATIONS AND CIRCUMSTANCES 
There is a large degree of variability in the 
motivating factors of setting up a small business. Small 
business is not an automatic or easy option for all those 
who desire self-employment. Isolating propensity of 
entrepreneurship is not so much wrong as it is incomplete, 
there is more to setting up a sma l l business than the 
desire for entrepreneurship. Personal motivations are 
shaped by the s 'tructural factors, such as occupational 
history, family circumstances and social networks. These 
factors together wi th the opportuni ty structure of the 
society have interwoven to contribute to small business 
start-up. It is difficult to examine the effect of any 
variables in isol a tion. 
It is clear from the study that business start-up i s 
the outcome of a complex of factors. In most of the cases, 
the would-be owners' desire to get ahead and improve their 
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economic status lS of prime importance in motivating 
business start-up. These people are either motivated by 
exclusion as in the cases of immigrants' blocked mobility, 
or by opportuni ty as in the cases of people who are 
entrepreneurial in outlook. others start up a business 
because they are not satisfied with their jobs, but people 
do not open a shop simply to escape from dissatisfying 
jobs. Considerable thought is put into calculations of 
viability of business before decision is made. Family 
circumstances are also contributing factors. The 
perception of autonomy associated with business-ownership 
is also important to them. None of the respondents become 
business owners because of a single reason. The 
entrepreneurial strategy offers an alternative route to 
the respondents u~der a variety of conditions. Regardless 
of the variability in motives and circumstances, the 
common denominator, though, is the goal of financial gain. 
For Economic Self-Gains 
The financial inducement of being able to reap the 
benefit of their work through independent business 
ownership is particularly important for three groups of 
owners. These are people from the middle lower levels of 
society who can be said to be important 'feeder strata' of 
the small business stratum. In the first group are new 
immigrants from China. Being farmers or factory workers in 
their home village or town, or having received education 
in China, their skills and credentials are irrelevant in 
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Hong Kong. It is now a wide-spread finding that blocked 
mobility is a powerful spur for business activity among 
new immigrants (Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward 1990). To 
resist proletarianization, prejudice and discrimination in 
Hong Kong, becoming their own boss is a strategy for these 
new immigrants from China to overcome their social 
marginality and poor economic circumstances. 
I came to Hong Kong in 1973. I was twenty-six then. 
I had worked in different jobs. I was a waiter in a 
Chinese restaurant, a worker in a me tal factory and 
later in a garment factory, and I once worked in a 
bakery. I did not want to be a worker fo~ the rest 
o f my li fe a nd I was afraid t hat whe n I grew old, 
nobody would hire me. I wanted to own a business so 
that I could rely on myself. 
(Mr Chow, herbal shop) 
I was in the business since 1980. Before I started 
my business, I worked in my uncle's piece goods shop 
for two years aft e r I arrive d Hong Kong from China. 
I had alwa y s wa nte d to s tart my own bus iness s o that 
I could do things my own way ..... As a new 
immigrant, I always f e lt that I could not get along 
with the local people. I felt being looked down upon 
by them. 
(M r Lai , pan t s h op ) 
My husband used to be an assistant in a fish stall 
in the we t market . I used to be a n electron ics 
worke r. We were both from Ch i na . He wa nte d to own a 
shop because he didn't want to be a stall assistant 
for the rest of his life. Ten years ago, he started 
our own meat s hop i n t h e market a nd natu ra lly I 
joined him to h e lp out. It's better to own your 
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business than to work for others because you keep 
all the profits. 
(M r s Au, butcher s hop) 
Second, 1 ike Mr Au, there a r e those who started a 
business in an industry which is considered most 
accessible and with which their prior experience is 
r e l a t e d. Those wh o used to be s h op ass i s t a nt s be long t o 
this group. Financial gain is the most important motive 
for starting up their own business. 
r used to be a s hop ass i s t a nt in a s hoe shop be f ore 
J set up my own business in 1974. My salary as a 
shop assistant was very little, I said to myself 
that I wouldn't be employed for the rest of my life. 
r was hard working and I saved money to set up my 
own business because this was the only way out. 
(Mr Ng, shoe shop) 
r was a salesman in a he r ba l shop before r started 
my own shop. I had always wanted to run my own 
business. About thirteen years ago, there was shop 
premises for rent in Saumauping (a public housing 
estate). I submitted a tender and was successful. 
That's how I started my business. 
(Mr Ting, herbal shop) 
In this group are also those who can be referred to as 
craftsman entrepreneurs (Smith 1967, quoted in storey 
1982) whose considerable technical success leads them to 
think about running their own shops so as to reap the 
benefit of their own s kills. 
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This shop was started six years ago by my husband, 
my father-in-law and a friend of my husband's. Later 
that guy sold his share to us, it is now run by our 
family. Before starting this busine s s , my husband 
used to be a technician installing and repairing 
air-conditioners, my father-in-law used to be a 
sailor of a ferry. My husband had always wanted to 
start his own bu s iness and my father-in-law 
supported him with his own retirement fund. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical and plumbing shop) 
My husband used to work in his parents' electrical 
and plumbing shop. After we got married, the shop 
was closed and he was out of work. He started 
working in the shop when he was a teen~ger from 
China. I thought if we worked hard, we could also 
run a shop instead of working for someone else. So 
I took the initiative to look for a shop and 
encouraged my husband to start our own business. 
(Mr s Lau, electrical and plumbing shop) 
Third, there are those who are more entrepreneurial in 
their outlook. They are not satisfied with the prospects 
of their career and the job contents, and they judge that 
they will do much bette r in starting their own business 
than remaining in their employment. Seeing in owning one's 
business many more opportunities for social and economic 
advancement, they shun the security of more traditional 
paths and turn to business ventures. They vary in their 
educational level, from some primary education to post-
secondary studies, but all appear to have high self-esteem 
in their own appraisals of their entrepreneurial talents. 
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I had been running my own business since three years 
ago. I used to be a shop assistant in the tourist 
area . I think I have the talent of running my own 
business ...... I ran a silk and embroidery shop in 
Tsimshatsui (a tourist area), it did very well. 
After two years of business, the rent doubled and I 
fel t that it was not worth the effort to run a 
business in that area. So I closed the shop and 
looked for other businesses. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
I was a sales agent of an electrical appliance 
supplier. I did some moonlighting by trading 
electrical appliances. It was quite profitable. 
Later I quit my job and started a trading ~irm with 
my sister. The business was not doing well and I 
found that it's more profitable doing retail 
together with installation work. So, three years ago 
I set up this ~hop. 
(Mr Leung, electrical appliance shop) 
I used to be a worker delivering soft-drinks to 
grocery stores. Then multi-level marketing became 
very popular and I changed to become a multi-level 
marketing .salesperson. I thought that would give me 
an opportunity to realize my potential in doing 
business. I wasn't very successful but I found that 
the agents (salespersons) needed a lot of services, 
such as a place to buy s tationery, batteries, and 
tape recorders, as well as magazines and books on 
multi-level marketing. I was sure of this demand and 
opened thi s s hop to service them two years ago. 
(Mr Yeung, multi-level marketing shop) 
I used to work in a garment factory as a supervisor 
in the sewing department. I had been working there 
for eight years. I had always wanted to run my own 
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business because then you could keep every dollar 
you earned. I also wanted to be in control. I had 
always wanted to do business in the garments trade 
because I knew the skills but I could not afford to 
run a factory because that required large capital. 
I knew I could only afford to run a small retail 
shop because it required less capital. Four years 
ago, I was thirty-one then, I told myself that if I 
did not start a business of my own, it would be too 
late. I went out to study the market. I knew in this 
neighborhood there was demand for export clothes. I 
started with them to test the market. I found out 
later that demand for jeans was the highest. I now 
sell mostly jeans, the jackets and T-shirts are just 
there in case some customers also look for them to 
go with their jeans. 
(Mr Chung, pant shop) 
Escaping from Dissatisfied Jobs 
To escape from a dissatisfying job is also a strong 
motivation for setting up one's own business. "Small-
business ownership has always represented a potential 
escape route for frustrated employees" (Loscocco and 
Robinson 1991: 511). Whatever the occupational background, 
life as an employee has filled some respondents with 
boredom. Self-employment appeals to them in that it is an 
alternative which will give them greater scope for 
fulfilment. 
I was a police constable for ten years. The job was 
so boring and the prospect poor. I thought I should 
try something ~ else while I was still young (at age 
thirty). I tal~ed to friends and looke d for chances. 
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(Mr Chong, computer accessories shop) 
I liked reading novels while working as a waiter in 
a Chinese restaurant. Waiting on tables was so 
boring, that's why I got so interested in novels. I 
thought it would be great to run a shop selling and 
renting novels. I had been a wai ter since I was 
sixteen. At the age of thirty-two, I said to myself 
I had enough of waiting tables, I wanted to run a 
bookstore selling and renting novels. I started this 
bookstore seventeen years ago. 
(Mr Mo, bookstore) 
Mr. Tai was thirty-one then. He was a technician in 
the electrical engineering field. He used to work in 
a factory and his boss gave him a lot of 
responsibilities and he was promoted to be the head 
of the factory. However, when this boss passed away, 
the new boss did not treat him well. He was unhappy 
in his job. I was worried about him and I thought of 
running a shop so that my hu s band could be his own 
boss. He could do electrical projects such as 
installation of air-conditioners and electricity 
wires in a house. 
(Mrs Tai, electrical appliance shop) 
Indeed the story of unfulfilled expectations in their 
employment is a recurring theme in the interviews. 
I used to work in an accounting department of a 
consultancy firm . It was e asy job but the prospect 
was not good because I could not pass the 
examination to become a chartered accountant .... 
Working for others i s hard work, I don't like to be 
employed .... I was thirty then. 
(Mr Tang, shoe shop) 
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It was my husband's idea to open this shop. He now 
sells watches and clocks in a department store. He 
has always wanted to start his business because he 
is not happy in his job. 
(Mrs Woo, children's wear shop) 
For various reasons, many start their businesses in a 
search for autonomy in reaction to subordination. A 
popular workers' expression ci ted by a respondent best 
illustrates that self-employment is a rejection of working 
for someone else. It goes like this: sihk yahn vat wun 
faahn, sai dou tauh dou laahn; sihk yahn vat wun jok, sai 
dOu jau san yuk (in Cantonese dialect, / il )\... ~ t1L1f~, 
1'~ 1: 1  ~, R %r ){ri] ; J~ )" - /btu ~>f~ , 1'~ ~1 )~ ~ f~ 
which literally means "People give you a bowl of rice to 
eat, they will use you so tha t your head is broken; people 
give you a bowl of congee to e a t, they will use you so 
that your whole body moves around". What it means is that 
because one is on wage employment, one is subject to hard 
work and will be kept busy all the time. The way out of 
this hard work and subordination is to adopt individual 
strategies of taking up self-e mployment implying autonomy 
over their own actions. I should note that these people 
are nevertheless affirmative of the principles of capital 
accumulation. Th e ir ultimate goal i s to make profit. 
It is worth pointing out here that age thirty is seen 
by many of the male respondents and some of the wives as 
a critical point in their life to do something to change 
their situations. But these people do not automatically 
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turn to self-employment without giving the idea 
considerable . thought. Ai though they want to break away 
from their employment, they do so after careful economic 
calculations. I shall discuss this point in greater detail 
when I analyze the searching processes in the next 
chapter. 
The 'Effect of Prior Family ' Employment 
Research has found that the children of self-employed 
parents show higher rates of early career movement into 
c 
family employment (Carroll and Mosakowski 1987). Prior 
engagement in family business allows people to have an 
understanding of self-employment and to think of it as 
realistic alternatives to conventional employment. 
Moreove~, se lf-employ e d p a r e nt s ser ve a s role models. A 
~ 
few of the respondents assume full responsibility for 
their parents business or enter into self-employment as a 
result of earl' er involve ment in a family busine9s. 
My husband had been working in his father's 
stationery s hop a ll hi s li fe . . About t wo y e ar s ago, 
c:. 
the old building whe r e the shop was located was 
demolished and my father-in-law decided to retire. 
~It was difficult f~r my husband to look for a job 
because he had no other skills than selling 
. stationeries. Also, he had never been an 'employee' 
. 
before, how could I expect him to look for a job? 
The only choice we had was to set up our own 
bu s iness . That ' s h ow we came to start o u r b u s iness . 
(Mrs Ma, stationery shop) 
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f 
It was four, 
seriously ill 
five years ago when my father was 
" and I took over this business. My 
parents have been running this store all their 
~ 
lives. Now they IV are too old to run the business 
because it is tough work out here. I am the eldest 
son, my sisters don't like this business, my brother 
is too you ng, still in school. We either terminate 
the business or I have to be responsible. 
(Mr Ling, grocery store) 
('1 
I used to work in my father's metal workshop after 
graduation from secondary school. '... What did I do 
there? Helping out with everything. I didn't have a 
job title. I checRed the workers' outpu s, they were 
accountable to me. And you just do whatever work is 
required. Two years ago my father's workshop was 
relocated to China but I didn't want to go to work 
there. So I started my own bus iness. I started 
running a shop .which developed layouts of technical 
drawings. This is quite a technical business and my 
(J 
friend takes care of the technical part, I do the 
routine work such as photo copying and book-keeping. 
A year ago, another friend of mine asked me to join 
<J 
G 0 
hi~ to start another business. He proposed that we 
(" 
sold confectionery because confectionery shops were 
becoming more and more popular. We found this 
premises (in a public housing estate). We came to 
look around here and found that many people came 
during lunch hours and off-work hours and holidays. 
We felt that busine~ s should be good and we made our 
decision fairly quickly. 
(Mr Chan, confectionery shop) 
I note from Mrs Ma's and Mr Chan's comments that there 
is something distinctive about family employment that 
leads people to self-employment. Having got used to the 
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autonomy enjoyed in family employment, these people are 
more likely to reject the idea of working for someone else 
which connotes tight control. This factor shows the 
important b~aring of past experiences on the strategy of 
founding a business. 
The Impact of Industrial Restructuring 
C'I 
Mr Chan starts his own business partly because of 
industrial relocation to mainland China. Three other women 
also initiate their own business because they are affected 
o 
by economic restructur ing. One is from the electronics 
industry and the other two do outworking of sewing 
garments. Their gender, age (over thirty) and education 
(no or little education) all work against them when 
looking for new jobs. Creating a business is a strategy to 
:1 
overcome unemployment and to cope with the job market 
which discriminates against them. Unlike Mr Chan who has 
chosen ~ . entrepreheurshlp for autonomy, these wemen are 
c: 
pushed into self-employment by labor market fluctuations 
and economic necessity. 
I did outwork, sewing garments at home but there 
. just was not enough work for me to earn a living. Mr 
Chin was recovering from tuberculosis and I thought 
we might run a s mall s hop to k e ep u s both occupied. 
I also sold clothes a s a hawker the same time I did 
outwork to earn more. Then I spotted this premises 
(inside a supermarket) for rent. They specified that 
the shop had to sell clothes. Since I had experience 
selling clothes, we rented this shop and started our 
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business. 
(Mrs Chin, children's and maternity wear shop) 
I opened this shop last year. I was formerly a 
purchase clerk in an electronics factory. You know 
a lot of electronic factories are moving to China. 
They did not treat me well because I was too old. I 
guess they wanted to hire someone younger and it 
won't be difficult to get some young women to 
ieplace me. Very often I did not get my pay-check on 
time. I was unhappy and wanted to do something on my 
own. I guess selling things is one way of making a 
living .... People do get old and I thought then if 
I run my own business, I could work in my older 
years. 
(Mrs Lee, fruit shop) 
Before I started this business, I stayed at home 
taking care of the children and sewed garments, 
outworking. They delivered the materials to me and 
I sewed the collars. Then the factory did not have 
enough orders, so I had to find other means of 




(Mrs Tai, electrical appliance shop) 
What we observe from the above account is that lacking 
in choice in the labor market have precipitated the 
decision to undertake self - employment. Despite the near 
full employment condition, these women have to use self-
employment as a me ans of earning a living. It seems that 
no logical alternatives exist under the circumstances of 
economic restructuring, given their age and education. 
Therefore, the stories of these women should not be 
( 
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mistaken to mean that launching into self-employment is an 
easy alternative to wage-employment (cf. Watkins and 
Watkins 1986). Distinctively different from other business 
owners is the pessimistic overtone in their accounts of 
why t hey set up a business and their views on the business 
p r o s pect . 
So far the findings point to the strong role of social 
s tructures in affecting the choice of self-employment 
through running a small family business . Immigrants, 
p e ople from the lower strata of the society, people in 
d issat isfy ing jobs with blocked mobility, people with 
e a rli e r e xperience of family employment and those affected 
by labor market fluctuations are more likely to become 
self-employed . Family circumstances, in many cases , is 
a l s o a factor aff e cting decision to start one ' s own 
busi ness . 
Family Circums tance s 
Some women start up their business when their children 
are very young . They think that running their own business 
will offer the flexibility to accommodate work to child 
car e needs . 
Before starting this business, I ran a small shop 
selling confectionery. It was in 1977 when I started 
to think about running my own business. Before then, 
I was a sewer in a garment factory. My third son who 
was a small baby then was always sick, I was 
exh austed rushing from my workplace back home to 
take him to the doctor's. Then I thought I should do 
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something to lessen my burden. I needed to make 
money, so I could not just quit and stay at home. I 
thought of running a small shop near my home so that 
I could combine child care with money making. 
(Mrs Sum, bedspread shop) 
I used to be a saleslady in boutiques before I got 
married. After marriage, I ran a flower stall in the 
wet market near our home. This lasted for more than 
one year and then I got pregnant. I used to go to 
the flower market to buy the flowers in bulk to be 
sold in my stall. It is not convenient for a 
pregnant woman to carry heavy stuff and to work in 
the wet market. So I closed down the flower stall 
and became a saleslady again. After the birth of my 
baby, I quit the job and became a full-time mother. 
My mother-in-law helps me to look after the baby. 
Last year, my baby was one year old, I felt 
comfortable leaving him with my mother-in-law and 
thought about work again. My friends encouraged me 
open my own shop and my husband said it's a good 
idea because he thought that I could flexibly juggle 
around with my time ..... He meant that I could also 
take care of the baby the same time I run this 
business. 
(Mrs Yip, boutique) 
The presence of a poor-health spouse is also a reason 
for setting up one's own business. We have seen earlier 
Mrs Chin's account of her reasons for starting a business. 
Part of the reasons was that when Mr Chin was recovering 
from tuberculosis, she thought of keeping a shop so that 
Mr Chin could be occupied and they could earn some money. 
They started running a children's and maternity wear shop 
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in 1992. Mr Chin now spends three to f our hours in the 
shop while Mrs Chin works full-time there. In another case 
the husband's health condition also contributed to his 
full-~ime engagement in the business started by his wife. 
My wife was working as salesperson in the photo 
finishing shop. At one point, her boss asked her if 
she would like to take-over the shop because his 
family was immigrating. My wife liked the idea and 
wanted to take it over. I was not sure about it but 
agreed to the idea. At the beginning I only helped 
out part-time. I was a taxi driver. One day I was 
robbed in my taxi and got ser i ously hurt. I stayed 
in the hospital f or two weeks. After this accident, 
I became very weak and my wife asked me not to drive 
taxi any more. So I started to work full-time in the 
shop. 
(Mr Tao, photo finishing shop) 
In other families, the presence of an aging family 
member is part of the consideration for setting up one's 
business or for involving the wife in the business. 
I used to work as a shop assistant in a herbal shop. 
I had been working there for more than twenty years. 
Because the shop was quite far away from home and 
because of the long working hours, I had to stay 
overnight in the shop. My c h ildren a re teenagers, 
you know at this stage you need to keep closer eyes 
on them. Also my mother is very old, I feel that we 
' have to spend more time with her and to take better 
care of her. Thi s was why I started this business a 
year ago near my home. In fact my wife was running 
a small home-applianc e shop in th i s premises. I took 
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over this premises and changed it to a herbal shop. 
This way, I am close to home, my wife can help out 
part-time here and can spend more time looking after 
the children and my mother. 
(Mr Wong, herbal shop) 
without repeating the evidence presented in the above, 
I would like to emphasize that the motives and 
circumstances underlying the strategy of founding a 
business are interrelated. Social structures such as class 
background, immigrant status, poor job prospect and labor 
market fluctuations, and family circumstances such as age 
of children and senior members and health of family 
members are so closely linked that it is impossible to 
isolate anyone as the single prominent determining 
factor. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
The motives for setting up one's own business, as was 
pointed out in the above, are diverse. In general, there 
is not much difference in the reasons for involvement in 
entiepreneurial activities between small family business 
owners in Hong Kong and their counterparts elsewhere, for 
example in Britain, France, Germany, and the United 
states. For instance, blocked mobility is a strong 
motivating factor affecting involvement in business 
ownership among immigrants (AlIen and Truman 1992; Boyd 
1991; Borjas 1986, quoted in Carroll and Mosakowski 1987; 
Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward 1990); craftsmen entrepreneurs 
run their own shops in order to be in control and to reap 
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the benefit of their own skills (Klandt 1987; Mayer 1987; 
smith 1967, quoted in Storey 1982); f rustrated workers 
find escape route in small business ownership to fulfil 
their' desire to achieve and to succeed (K l andt 1980, 
quoted in Klandt 1987; Loscocco and Robinson 1991); and, 
children of self-employed parents are more likely to 
engage in self-employment (Carroll and Mosakowski 1987). 
Also, these people are encouraged by the opportuni ties 
perceived in the wider economic context (Gerry 1985; Scase 
and Goffee 1980; Scott 1980; Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward 
1990). A minority, however, are forced by 
restructuring to take up self-employment in 




unemployment have forced people to consider starting up 
their own business elsewhere (Aronson 1991; Cromie 1987; 
Gerry 1985; Scase a nd Gof fee 1980). The distinctive 
characteristic of small business owners in my sample is 
perhaps the fact that most of them start their business 
with a strong determination of making money. This is in 
contrast with th e finding s in Brita in, where researchers 
of small business repeatedly sound the caveat that not all 
small business proprietors are motivated by determinedly 
money-making motives (Bechhofer, Elliott, Rushforth and 
Bland 1974; Curran and Sta nworth 1982; Scase and Goffee 
1980) . 
It is, howeve r , not the unique ness of the Hong Kong 
case that I wou ld like to emphasize , bu t the attention 
given to the embe dded ness a nalysi s tha t makes th i s study 
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a contribution to the literature of small business. One of 
the most important issues reflected in the accounts of 
people regarding their motivations for self-employment is 
the ~ importance of life-cycle factors (Collins 1990). For 
women, the motivations underlying their entry to small 
business ownership, either by setting up their own 
businesses, or by incorporating their labor into the 
family businesses started by their husbands, cannot be 
isolated from the age of their children, the presence of 
elderly family members and their associated domestic 
circumstances. For men, we have seen that many of the male 
business owners felt that age thirty or thirty something 
was a critical point in their life to achieve something. 
Some started up a business defensively to escape from 
dissatisfying jobs, others acti vely acquired a shop to 
achieve social and economic advancement. My secondary data 
analysis6 also shows that the average age of setting up a 
small business is 31.2. This is no coincidence. The 
Confucius teaching that one should set his heart on an 
ambition, should have achieved something, or should become 
independent at age thirty (sanshi er li ~ t l~ ~ 
seems to be deeply entrenched in these men's minds. Lack 
·of achievement can lead to identity crisis. When these men 
see slight chances of going any further in their 
employment, they resolve their crises by the strategy of 
founding a business. When the ob j ective possibility of 
achievement in wage employment is judged to be low, these 
6 See note 5 on page 73 - 74. 
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people made alterations to their life plan. 
I have also identified two other factors which can help 
shed light on the embeddedness argument regarding the 
action of setting up small businesses. First, for some 
men, their prior family employment can be a contributing 
factor to self-employment. Some business owners are 
children of self-employed parents who have worked in the 
family (irm at an early age, and consequently they become 
self-employed. Second, for other men, some aspects of 
their self-employment processes are affected by prior 
experiences such as employment as a shopkeeper. The last 
two points show the important bearing of past experiences 
on the strategy of founding a business. 
In summary, a variety of motivations and circumstances 
are associated with business start-ups, but if not for the 
opportunities available in the wider economic context, 
many of the business owners could not have realized their 
ambition. But what define the contours for the emergence 
of new shops are the family resources in terms of capital 
and labor. Decisions on the use of family capital and 
labor are the strategic actions of the families and the 
strategies are embedded in social networks, resources and 
op po r tun i tie s vJ i t h in asp e cif i c ,s e t 0 f con d i t ion s 
encountered by the business owners. A detailed account of 
the repertoire of ' issues taken into consideration during 
the start-up process will enable us to understand the 
embeddedness aspect of family strategizing. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE START-UP OF FAMILY BUSINESS 
Having set their minds on self-employment, the would-
be business owners, together with their s pouses, plan for 
starting up their businesses. This chapter details the 
processes of resource mobilization and searching, and 
examines the meanings the actors give to their actions. 
The purpose is to elicit the respondents' accounts of how 
they have organized family resources of capital and labor, 
that is, how they have devised their family work 
strategies to get by. 
MOBILIZATION OF RESOURCES 
In considering to s tart a business, the respondents 
have two key concerns. One is whether they have enough 
capital to start up a business and the other is whether 
the business can survive. 
Financial Resource 
All the business owners stress self-reliance when 
talking about financial resource. This is a universal 
finding in studies of small ethnic business founding 
(Boissevain, Bl a shke, Grotenbre g, Joseph, Light, Sway, 
Waldinger and We rbn e r 1990 ). Thoug h not a ll the businesses 
in the sample are ethnic (immigrant) bu s inesses, all the 
small shops are characterized by independence from such 
agencies as the government and t he banks (cf. Bamf ord 
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1987). All the businesses in the sample are formed with 
their personal savings, family savings or gratuities from 
wage employment. with the intention to save money to set 
up their own business, these people report to have worked 
hard and led a frugal lifestyle. For some, business 
investment is not their very first investment project. 
These people have invested in property and gains made in 
such investment have made creating a business of their own 
possible. 
We were very poor. When we got married (in 1973), we 
only had about 3,000 dollars' .... We made money by 
investing in a flat. I borrowed some 10,000 from my 
mother-in-law for down payment and invested in a 
flat. We rented it out and every month we only have 
to add $300 to the rent to repay the monthly 
mortgage instalment....... After three years, we 
sold the flat, we bought the flat at $130,000 
something and sold it at $240,000. After clearing 
the loan with the bank, we were left with more than 
$90,000. Later, our application for public housing 
was successful. We spent several thousand dollars on 
renovating the flat and there was more than $80,000 
left. with this money, we started the sports 
accessories shop with his (her husband's) sister and 
brother-in-law. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
Our capital came from our selling the old flat. We 
earned around $200,000 when we sold our old flat. We 
bought this flat four years ago with $300,000 
something, with the money gained in selling the old 
Hong Kong dollars. In the 1970s, US$1.00 equalled 
approximately HK$S.OO. HK$7.80 equals US$1.00 now. 
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flat and our savings. We moved here so that we live 
closer to my parents-in-law .... We are not luxurious. 
It's good that we don't have to worry about making 
enough money to repay the mortga ge instalment. 
(Mrs Tao, photo finishing shop) 
While quite a few receive loans from siblings and 
parents, some insist on relying on the savings of the 
conjugal family. For the latter group, self - reliance is 
the most deeply ingrained value, turning to the extended 
family for assistance is interpreted as an infringement of 
the principle of self-reliance. Mrs Tao made this point 
very explicit: 
We won't borrow from other people (referring to the 
couple's parents and siblings), we just don't want 
to. We run our own business because we have the 
ability to do so ..... Our relatives are not rich. If 
we ask them to lend us money, they will help us, but 
this is not good, they are also having a tough time 
earning a living. 
(Mrs Tao, photo finishing shop) 
The partnership model of raising funds is relatively 
rare, and if partnership (with relatives, tongxiang,)~kr 
meaning people from the same native village in China, or 
close friends) is formed at the beginning, the incidence 
of dissolution of partnership at a later stage is not 
uncommon. 
None of the respondents turned to market mechanism by 
borrowing from banks or finance companies in order to 
98 
start a business. Ethos of self-re l i a nce and familism 
aside, their relati vely low occupational status - most 
held blue collar jobs or were shop assistants before 
setti.ng up their own business put them in a 
disadvantageous position when it came to arranging loans 
with financial institutions. Even if their income level 
had made them eligible for personal instalment loans, the 
respondents would have found it difficult to repay the 
loan together with the interest. If accessibility to a 
bank is understood as satisfaction of loan-taking criteria 
and an abi I i ty to repay by monthly instalment, formal 
financial institutions are simply not accessible to these 
small business owners before they set up their business. 
Suppliers of machineries, such as photo copying machines 
and photo finishing machines, however, do offer them hire-
purchase terms. In such cases, the dealing with the 
financial institutions is arrange d by the supplier. 
New immigrants from China who do not have much family 
savings or have no other family members in Hong Kong2 to 
turn for help seek aid from their tongxiang. In the 
community of the new immigrants, the bond among tongxiang 
is strong and they offer mutual help. People borrow money 
from individual tongxiang when in need. A more organized 
way of sourcing financ e is through zuohui ( {t ~ /~ 
setting up a fund a ssociation). Oxf e ld (1 99 3 ) r e fers to it 
2 Liu (1966) has pointed out that post-1945 emigration 
from China to Hong Kong is characterized by interruptions 
of family relationships and hence it is difficult for 
these migrant families to keep kinship ties intact. 
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as gi hui, and translates it into 'rotating credit 
association' ( P. 130). Mr Chow, who started a herbal shop 
with a tongxiang in 1977 resorted to this method of 
resource mobilization to partly finance his up-front 
investment. He told me in deta i 1 how a hui functioned. 
Someone in need will act as a huitou (/~ ~~, ' head of the 
fund association) and persuades tongxiang to join this 
association. Individual who anticipates financial need in 
the near future will join. The number of fund members can 
range from ten something to twenty something, depending on 
how many the huitou is able to recruit. Fund members will 
negotiate the amount of monthly huiyin (/t /ic.( fund dues, 
meaning deposits). It ranges between several hundred to 
several thousand dollars and the amount is agreed and 
fixed at the start. All the deposits of the first month 
will be collected by the huitou. From then on, there is 
monthly biaohui .--tl~ J~ If 11'- YJ activity in which individual 
members bid for the fund which lS the sum of all the 
deposits for the month. Those in need will indicate the 
interest they are prepared to pay. The one who tender for 
the highest interest will get the fund. The other members 
pay the fund dues minus the interest. Each member can only 
collect the fund once. Except the huitou, whoever having 
collected the fund will have to pay the full amount each 
month. This means that the longer one waits to collect the 
fund, the less one pays, and those who collect the fund 
earlier pay more than they collect. The association will 
dissolve after each member takes turn to collect the fund. 
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In other words, how long a credit association will last 
depends on how many fund members there are. Mutual trust 
is very important in this kind of association. If the 
huitou or anyone who has collected the fund runs away, the 
other members who have not collected any fund will be left 
unprotected. But this process of resource mobilization 
cannot be explained solely in economic terms, the social 
dim~nsion is more important. Tongxiang relationship which 
signifies 'brotherhood', 'common root' and sense of 
togetherness is the basis on which trust is built. These 
people have migrated to situations where they are 
economically subordinate, and these situations have been 
conducive to their solidarity and mutual trust. 
Labor Resource 
Apart from financial resource, availability of family 
humanpower is also essential to business formation. A non-
working spouse or a spouse who is willing to help out when 
he or she is off work, is a decisive factor contributing 
to business start-up. Spouses' labor is essential for the 
formation of the business and this is reflected in that as 
many as eighteen of the businesses started up by men and 
all the businesses initiate d by women in the study were 
formed after marriage. 
Many men choose r e tail bu s ines s becau se there is a role 
for the wife and because she is seen to be able to 
flexibly combine work with child care. 
1 01 
We chose to open a stationary shop because I have 
friends doing stationary wholesale, there's no 
problem of product sourcing. Also, my wife used to 
work as a clerk in an office nearby. She knows that 
--
there is a demand for stationeries in this area and 
she helps out with selling because she is familiar 
with the products. More importantly, she can 
socialize with the customers who are office ladies. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
When I considered starting this business, our son 
was three years old. My wife had not been working 
after giving birth to our son. She used to be an 
office clerk. One of the reasons I decided to open 
this shop was that she could help out here and at 
the same time look after the child. 
(Mr Tang, shoe shop) 
For those men who form their businesses before 
marriage, their wives' labor is incorporated in the 
business immediately after marriage. Limited resource in 
the family makes the wife's labor indispensable. That the 
wife will give up her own job to join the family business 
is negotiated before marriage. It is noted that in all 
these cases, the negotiation processes have been short and 
smooth, reflecting that wives' cooperation has been 
expected by both partners. 
Wives' labor is particularly indispensable for the 
craftsman entrepreneurs who need to go out to the site to 
work on their installation projects. 
Husbands' labor is also important for those women who 
start the businesses on their initiative although not 
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every husband contributes all their labor force into his 
wife's business. 
i am a civil servant, I come to work in the shop 
when I'm off work. I have been helping out in the 
shop since the very beginning. I work here full day 
on Sundays. I help with heavy work, carrying goods 
from the store room at the back to the front of the 
sho~. 
(Mr Sum, bedspread shop) 
The characteristic of flexibility in running one's own 
business perceived by the respondents makes it a viable 
strategy for achieving their goals of independence and 
financial gain. By flexibility, the respondents mean that 
they can choose the locations of their shops, can deploy 
the labor of family members, can combine housework with 
shop work and can pay special attention to young children 
and elderly persons in the family. Earlier, we have seen 
that availability of spousal humanpower was significant 
in facilitating business start up. Deployment of spouses' 
labor can be said to be a rational adaptation to the 
economic constraints the small business owners face. 
Hence, flexibility per se is not sufficient for setting up 
one's business, it is only when flexible labor is 
available will it become a motivating factor. 
Family circumstances are more important when the 
business is initiated by a woman. In discussing the 
motives for business start-up in the last chapter, we have 
seen how family circumstances instigate the idea o f 
103 
setting up one's own business . For these people, if not 
for the flexibility perceived in self-employment, they 
would not have taken the decision to set up the business. 
It was about six, seven years a go when I started 
this business. I was then a housewife taking care of 
my six-year-old daughter. As she began to go to 
primary one, I was freer, but it's still difficult 
to get a job which fitted well with child care. I 
thought of starting something on my own. 
(Mrs Hung, stationery shop) 
For others, family circumsta nces are much less 
important than the desire for independence and economic 
advancement, but the perception of f lexib i lity provides a 
strong justification for their decision. 
At that time, my daught e r was four a nd my son three. 
They went to a kindergarten in thi s neighbourhood, 
so I looked for premise s nearby. 
(Mrs Lau, electrical and plumbing shop) 
Doing our own business is better than working in a 
factory. You don' t have to keep str ictly to the 
work ing hours. I f the ch i ldren need you, you can 
attend to them first. Like if my son gets sick, I 
don't have to ask for permission from the boss to 
take time off to take him to the doc tor's. I am my 
own boss. 
(M r s AU, butcher shop) 
THE SEARCHING PROCESS 
Before dec i s ion i s mad e to se t up a business , t he 
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respondents' key concerns are viability of the business 
and achievement of profit from the business. The process 
of searching for the right business to start must be 
.' 
considered in the context of options available. Here the 
link between labor market experience and the choice of the 
retail trade and the specific product areas is strong. The 
endowments of the individuals in terms of their experience 
in -the ·retail trade and with certain product types are 
very important determinants of their choice. In numerical 
terms, a sUbstantial proportion of the small business 
owners I interviewed are drawn from the group of former 
shopkeepers. The choice of business is no problem for 
these ex-shopkeepers. All have in fact set their minds on 
investing in the same business they have been working in 
as shopkeepers. Business skills and product knowledge are 
extremely important. In other cases, although the 
respondents do not run a business in which they have had 
experience, very often they initially think of starting a 
business in the field they are most knowledgeable. 
I came to Hong Kong when I was twenty. I used to 
work as a wai ter in a Chinese restaurant. I had 
wanted to run my own business. I thought about 
running a fast food restaurant but did not have 
enough capital, and it was also difficult to hire 
stable workers. I gave up the idea. Six years ago, 
my wife's sister was running this shop. My wife used 
to help out here. Her sister moved to a new premises 
and asked us if we would like to take over this 
business. I thought it was a good idea. 
(Mr Kwan, stationery shop ) 
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I had been looking for premises and trying to decide 
which business to start. At first, I thought about 
selling dresses since I was once a supervisor in a 
knitwear factory but I could not find a premises 
with the lease I could afford. There was this small 
shop which was really occupying half the premises 
-;;. ).~ 
for dinhg yeung (Ji~~ .l, or in pinyin, dingrang). It 
was a stationery shop_ I came at lunch hour and saw 
a lot of students coming in. since it's only a small 
shop, the investment was not big. I decided to give 
it a try. My husband was a civil servant, he had 
stable income. Even if the business did not do well, 
he could still support the family. Also, he had a 
lot of free time, he could come to help out after 
work. 
(Mrs Hung, stationery shop) 
We note from Mrs Hung's account that because she has no 
experience in the retail sector or in the product area, 
she acquires a new shop through dingrang. In fact, Mr 
Kwan's sister-in-law is also making an offer of dingrang 
to him. Dingrang means that a shop which has been in 
business for some time is available to be taken over at a 
price. Included in the price is the cost of the stock of 
goods and the decor. Th e tena ncy agreeme nt of the premises 
will be valid until it expires, but the new business owner 
has to pay the lessor a deposit which is equivalent to two 
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months' rent on top of the monthly rent of the premises. 
Upon expiration he or she will have to negotiate a new 
tenancy agreement with the lessor. The advantage of 
--
acquiring a shop through dingrang is that one does not 
have to start anew. This saves the cost of searching for 
new suppliers and of making known the business. Also, 
there is a pool of existing customers. 
I wouldn't have owned a business if my former boss 
-did not offer to dinhg yeung this shop to me. 
Through dinhg yeung, I didn't have to start from the 
scratch, like thinking about the kinds of businesses 
you like to be in, looking for a premises and having 
to negotiate tenancy agreements. Also, I could 
continue to rent the photo developing machines from 
the same vendor and I could ask them to send people 
to teach me how to develop the negatives. Also, 
people in the neighbourhood already knew that there 
was this photo finishing shop in the mall. I think 
if my boss did not immigrate and gave me the offer, 
I wouldn't have opened a shop. 
(Mrs Tao, photo finishing shop) 
One respondent who fails in her first attempt of 
entrepreneurship turns to acquiring a shop through 
dingrang. 
In 1985, we moved to this (public) housing estate. 
This was a new estate with a young population and I 
thought there was a good chance of doing well in 
business. When there was a premises in the shopping 
mall for leasing, I discussed with my husband about 
which business to start. We then decided to ask his 
107 
sister and brother-in-law to join us to run a sports 
accessories shop because they had been in the trade 
for more than ten years. I worked full-time in the 
shop and my husband kept his job because it would be 
risky if he quit his job. After a few months, we 
kept losing money and nobody was happy. We 
terminated the business. Then, there was this 
stationery shop in the mall advertising for dinhg 
yeung ...... I came to observe how business was doing. 
I saw this shop crowded with students during lunch 
time and after school hours. This time, I decided to 
do it on our own. My husband still kept his job and 
came to help out after work. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
Those who are not yet decided on the product area, the 
searching process is systematic. The process involves the 
respondents in information seeking, doing cost-profit 
estimations and on-site observations. The personal 
networks of the business owners are important in supplying 
information and offering psychological support. 
I talked to fr iends, went to different areas to 
observe how businesses were doing.... I talked to 
friends who are suppliers of stationeries and I 
found that there was business potential for these 
products .... I decided to run a stationery shop in 
this area because my wife used to work nearby. I 
knew that there were enough small offices around to 
demand for stationeries. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
My brother was in the shoes business, I went to his 
shop very often and sort of learnt about shoes. Then 
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there was this new (public) housing estate with shop 
premises available. I did detailed calculations in 
regard to the cost of running a shop, estimated the 
number of pairs I could sell in one day .......... . 
I then decided that running a shoe s shop here was 
not a bad idea because the population in this new 
. housing estate was growing. Th i s is no place for 
high-pr iced shoes, but there is demand for cheap 
products in the neighbourhood. It was in 1983. 
(Mr Tang, shoe shop) 
I started this business five years ago ...... I had 
some savings and a relative recommended me to invest 
in property. I bought this premises and intended to 
rent it out..... I was interested in household 
appliances and always shopped at the household 
appliances corner in department stores. A friend 
told me that I could also run a small household 
appliances shop . He said that there was demand in 
this area and hou sehold applianc es are 'dry 
products' (meaning that they would not get rotten 
like vegetables and fruits) and it's safe to invest 
in such a shop. I knew friends who were suppliers of 
household appliances. I also had friends running 
small business, such as stationery shops and they 
were doing quite well ..... that's how I got started. 
(Mr Chiu, hous e hold a ppliance shop) 
Not all, however, enter into a business with some prior 
experience or receive support from their social network. 
If we say that for these peopl e , the c hoice of entering 
into a certain business is logical, the pursuit of some 
women is not det e rmined by log i c . We s hal l recall that Mrs 
Lee who was formerly a clerk in an electronics factory now 
runs a fruit shop. Tha t s he has entered into a business 
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she never has had any experience in is not isolated. Mrs 
Sum, who now runs a bedspread shop and formerly ran a 
confectionery shop, has had no prior experience of either 
trade. As discussed earlier, Mrs Lee is pushed towards 
self-employment as a result of labor market discrimination 
whereas Mrs Sum is forced into self-employment by family 
circumstances and economic necessity. What these examples 
mean to our understanding of business ownership is that we 
need to stress the heterogeneity of the category of small 
business owners and especially that of women business 
owners. 
The amount of funds needed to start up a business 
varies greatly over the years, depending on the size of 
the shop and the amount of investment needed for goods. 
Data collected in this study show that in the 1970s, an 
investment of HK$30,000 - 50,000 was enough to start up a 
bookstore, but in the 1980s, HK$100,OOO was needed to 
start up a stationery shop. In the early 19905, the 
founding fund for a stationery shop could range from 
HK$200,000 to HK$4 50,000. \.-.Jhen a shop is started from 
anew, the cost var ies depending on whether a would-be 
business owner is able to negotiate credit with suppliers. 
The items they have to spend their funds on remains more 
or less the same. I have described in the above that if a 
shop is acquired through dingrang, the dingrang fee and 
the rent together with deposits paid to the lessor of the 
shop premises are the obligations. If one starts a shop 
from the scratch, one spends on the rent and deposits, the 
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goods, and the renovation. In both cases, the operating 
cost includes water and electricity but they do not 
constitute a big factor in the cost. We might expect that 
in the cases of taking over a shop through dingrang, the 
investment would be greater because the would-be business 
owners have to pay for the stock remained in the shops 
while others could have credits with suppliers. This is 
not necessarily the case because renovating a new shop can 
be very costly given the rise in labor cost in Hong Kong. 
In the accounts of Mrs Lui and Mr Tang, we notice that 
their shops are located in public housing estates, so are 
quite a few of other shops. The achievements of public 
housing provisions are impressive in Hong Kong. The public 
housing program was developed in 1954 after a big fire in 
a squatter area in Shekipmei on Christmas Eve 1953. By 
1981, 38.8 per cent households in Hong Kong were residing 
in public housing. In 1991, the proportion rose to 45.8 
percent. Population-wise, the proportion rose from 39.5 
per cent in 1991 to 48 percent in 1991 (Census and 
statistics Department 1991:Table 26). Castells (1986) 
analyzes the interaction between public housing policy and 
the process of economic d e v e lopment in Hong Kong. He 
maintains that low-cost life - tenured housing is a 
significant part of the soci a l wage through which the 
population is subsidi z ed and this subsidy i s "crucial for 
the easing of ten s ions in indus trial relations, in spite 
of the h arsh working cond i tions a nd the r e l a tive ly low 
wages as compared to the increase in productivity" 
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(1986: 97). It was estimated that the amount of subsidy 
from the government to the tenants of a public housing 
unit was HK$105 in 1973-74 while earnings in the 
manufacturing in 1975 were HK$149 in the average (Leung 
1982, cited in Castells 1986). This means that the housing 
subsidy adds to a substantial proportion of the real 
income of public housing households. What this means for 
openivg shops in the densely-populated public housing 
estates is that the demand for goods is assured. Moreover, 
the rents of shop premises in public housing estates and 
in shopping malls built adjacent to these estates by the 
government are also low. It can be said that the public 
housing program has provided residential and social 
security not only to a largely immigrant population, it 
also benefit the business owners who do business in public 
housing shop premise s . 
The area of this shop is around 400 square feet. In 
1983, the rent was only 4,500 dollars, I calculated 
that inclusive of utility and rates, it only cost me 
around 5,800 a month. Now it is still comparatively 
cheap, it is 9,600, inclusive of rent, utility and 
rates. 
(Mr Tang, shoes shop) 
The rent here is very cheap. We obtained this shop 
in my father's time thirty years ago. This used to 
be his ta i lor' s shop. Because of the cheap rent, 
when he passed away twenty years ago, we did not 
return this premises to the government. We kept the 
gates locked for t e n year s ( a nd k e pt pay ing the 
rent). Ten years ago, my wife mad e use of th is s hop 
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to sell household appliances and off-the-counter 
drugs. Last year, I took over the shop and started 
to sell Chinese herbs. Because the rent is cheap, 
and there are a lot of old people around, I don't 
worry about business .... My profit target at the 
beginning was some ten thousand odd dollars, now I 
aim at twenty to thirty thousand dollars. 
(Mr Wong, herbal shop) 
While people may have the idea of pursuing 
entrepreneurship from the early days of their wage 
employment, the actual searching process does not last for 
longer than six months. The critical factors are whether 
one can find a good location with empty shop premises 
available or with old shops for dingrang, whether one can 
successfully negotiate with suppliers for credits and 
whether they see business as viable. 
In the calculations of the would-be business owners, 
the baseline for judging whether business is viable is 
whether they can earn as much as they used to in their 
wage employment. Because they are not high salaried 
workers before, it is not difficult for them to come to a 
conclusion that their target will be attainable. Some 
~omen, because their husbands plan to continue with their 
full - time employment and intend to be peripheral helpers 
in the shops only, do not count the return to their 
husbands ' labor in th e ir cal c ulation s . Othe rs, men and 
women, who plan to work on the business with their spouses 
are more likely to calcu l ate on the ba s is of how much 
income is needed for family expenditure. But among those 
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men who have been the main breadwinners, their reference 
point is mainly their wage in their prior employment and 
therefore the returns to their wives' labor are not taken 
~ 
into account. 
Although many would-be business owners use the wage of 
their ex-employment as the baseline to calculate the 
expected return to their investment, most expect more than 
that. - Because monetary return is their primary goal, they 
in fact aim higher than getting the amount they used to 
earn. with the exception of two of the women (Mrs Chin and 
Mrs Lee) who found their businesses in reaction to labor 
market fluctuations, most of the business owners, in their 
self-evaluation, show great confidence in themselves in 
being able to attain this goal of economic gain. In their 
own different ways, they think that they possess the 
qualities deemed ne cessary for bu s ines s success. These are 
hard work, determination, intelligence and frugality. It 
is these qualities that have helped them save money and be 
successful in setting up their business. It is these same 
qualities that will help them attain the goal of 
accumulating wealth in small business operation. 
I have been working for so long, my past experience 
told me that I had foresight, I always made good 
decisions. I think I know the market trend, I have 
my own good ideas. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
To be a good shopkeeper, you need to be an 
introvert, very quiet, otherwise you cannot bear the 
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long hours. Also you need to be sociable, to be able 
to socialize with the customers .... Also you need to 
do hard work, to move the goods around, it's 
difficult work. 
(Mr Chow, herbal shop) 
I thought if only we worked hard we would 
survive ...... If you fall, you get up on your own. 
I said to myself what we needed was for each of us 
to work hard, we would manage to earn 'two meals' (a 
living), to be able to send our kids to school ..... 
I wasn't thinking about getting rich .... You need to 
find your own 'road' (way). 
(Mrs Lau, electrical and plumbing shop) 
We lead a simple life, we don't demand good food. We 
don't go out for entertainment, don't go to singing 
lounges, no movies. We watch the television after 
work, check the kids' homework and than we go to 
bed. 
(Mrs Tao, photo finishing shop) 
I should also note at this juncture that the employment 
condition in Hong Kong has somewhat facilitated the 
decision to take the risk of entrepreneurship. Many of the 
business owners, apart from having confidence in their own 
intelligence, determination and readiness to take up hard 
work, also express their optimism in the demand for goods 
in the nearly fully-employed neighborhood. Also important 
in the consideration of many men and women is that the 
full employment condition would allow them to fall back on 
wage employment in case their businesses do not prosper. 
The wider economic performance has instilled confidence in 
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their business forecast and allowed the business owners to 
perceive security in employment in case of business 
failure. 
We did not really think very thoroughly about how 
well we would fare at the beginning. The only thing 
we thought about was that the rent was cheap, and we 
could sell something in the shop. In case it didn't 
work out, I could go to work for others again. 
(Mrs Tai, electrical appliances shop) 
In summary, to strive for independence and for social 
and economic mobil i ty, these people act purposi vely to 
allocate their capital, time and labor resources in order 
to improve their existing situations. But the start-up of 
a business does not merely represent individual decisions. 
Families provide the central organizing scheme in people's 
decision making process. In other words , the decisions are 
strongly linked to collective strategies of the family 
unit. Moreover, what kinds of strategies are considered 
viable depend on how social norms and ideologies define 
viability. We turn to the analysis of this issue in the 
following section. 
MEANINGS UNDERLYING FAMILY STRATEGIZING 
We have seen that at the heart of business start-up, 
family resource s in terms of capital and labor are 
utilized. It is evident that there is a collective family 
effort in each of the families to pool their money and 
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labor to make business ownership possible. In most of the 
businesses, whether they are started by men or by women, 
the resources are centralized in the family allocative 
system. Why they allocate the resources the way they do is 
affected by what they consider to be desirable for the 
family and the considerations are embedded in the social 
and cultural context. We now look into the considerations 
of the women and the men with a view to link the actions 
of family strategizing to the ideological forces shaping 
them. 
Women's View 
There are two ways women contribute to the formation 
and running of small family businesses. One way is to 
incorporate their labor to the businesses started by their 
husbands. The survival of the businesses is dependent on 
cooperative female labor. The other way is to directly set 
up their own businesses and deploy their husbands' labor 
in running them. In such cases, women are capable of 
running a business on a level commensurate with that of 
men. 
The economic necessity of the family business make them 
feel obliged to participate in the businesses and family-
based ideologies help shape their views. Also, their 
assessments of the availability of opportunities for them 
in the local economy affect their decisions. 
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"Obliging Need" 
The notion of obliging need (Cook 1990) is relevant for 
the explanation of these women's participation. Economic 
necessity due to the lack of capital, the lack of trust in 
outsiders and the resultant shortage of labor requires the 
contribution of their labor. This nature of the family 
businesses imposes a structure upon the actors and they 
have to organize their activities around them. Whether the 
women start the businesses or incorporate their labor into 
the businesses started by their husband, they face similar 
situations. Economic necessity makes a lot of women feel 
obligated to contribute labor to the shop: 
I started to help out in my father-in-law's shop 
when he was too old to work full-time in the shop. 
Nobody else can help out. It's troublesome to hire 
outsiders. You let them handle your money, they will 
play trick on you ....... After his father closed 
down the old shop, he (husband) decided to open a 
new shop. He asked me to continue help out in the 
new shop. There's not much negotiation. It's 
impossible for me to say no. How could I not help my 
own husband and work outside? .... I could not ask 
him to go and find a job. 
(Mrs Ma, stationery shop) 
Other wom e n fa c e much the s ame s ituation. 
It's tough work. we have to stand all day long, I 
always feel very tired...... We don't hire any 
helpers. If we have the ability (capital) to hire 
helpers, I don't have to work here. 
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(Mrs Ho, grocery store) 
The calculation I did when I thought about taking 
over this shop was whether I could survive without 
having to hire any help. Anyway, I could do 
shopkeeping and take care of the children at the 
same time. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
Understanding the economic requirements of the family 
business, these women search for ways to improve the 
situation. Their action is a strategy to improve the 
conditions of the family, both its domestic sphere and its 
productive sphere. utilizing their labor in the family 
business allows them to integrate domestic work with 
capital accumulation. 
I used to work in a garment factory. When our second 
son was born, we sent the elder one together with 
the small one away to a day-care center. It was very 
expensive and I had to pick them up every evening. 
It was very tiring. When the boss asked me to work 
over-t ime, I cou ld not do so even if I wanted to 
earn some more money. When you work for others, you 
cannot take care of so many things. Now we run this 
business, we have no holidays ...... We are able to 
earn a living and take care of the children at the 
same time. 
(Mrs Kwan, stationery shop) 
After marriage, he wanted to set up a business and 
needed someone to help out, but the wage level was 
high. A wife must help out. ·If we hire a helper, we 
could not h a v e a ny profit s . My hu s ba nd a s ked me to 
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help out because he needed someone in the shop to 
take care of the nitty-gritties. He needs someone to 
prepare his meals in the shop. 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
I was a new immigrant to Hong Kong. I worked in the 
factory as a garment sewer for three years before 
getting marri e d. Just before marriage, I quit my 
job. I started working here right after marriage. It 
never occurred to me that I should not work 
here ..... Even in those s ix months when our bus ine ss 
was di s rupted beca use we c ouldn't find a good 
location, I hadn't thought of going separate ways to 
look for a job. 
(Mrs Lai, pant shop) 
The finding s suggest that the women view their labor as 
a resource which they should contribute to the family in 
order that it can survive. One can say that utilization of 
women's labor is a f a milisti c s olution to the problem of 
capital accumulation. This is not to dissociate the 
domes t i c g r oup from the t o t ali t y o f social r elat ions, nor 
is it intended to romant i c ize fam i lie s runn i ng small 
businesses as autonomous, as c a uti o ne d by opponents of 
neo- f amili sm ( for examp l e , Godard 1985 ). Rather , it 
d e mo n s tra t es t h e i mpor t a nce of fami ly o b l igatio ns and 
financial pressures in the families upon women's locations 
in the productive area. 
In short, families running small businesses have needs 
of their own and members in them work toge ther to pursue 
the ir co ll e ctive g oa l s a nd defend t h e ir col l ective 
inte r est, jus t as o t h e r h o u seholds do ( cf . Pahl 1984). 
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The family's joint economic activity is the first priority 
for everyone (Tilly and Scott 1978). As far as the women 
are concerned, they see work in the domestic and business 
spheres as a necessary and pragmatic activity essential to 
getting by (Pahl 1984). More importantly, they hold a 
vision in which they view themselves as primarily, if not 
solely, responsible for the well-being of other family 
members (Collins 1990). 
The Family-Based Ideologies 
Apart from economic motivation and family needs, family 
strategies are shaped by ideologies people hold. Women's 
sUbjective interpretations of their situations have to be 
assessed in terms of their ideas about the family and 
their own roles in it, just as their labor market behavior 
has to be studied in the context of their positions in the 
family. The locations of men and women in the domestic and 
business domains are not a given of nature, but are a 
result of deep-seated values in society (Roberts, Finnegan 
and Gallie, eds. 1985). The family-based ideologies have 
great effect on the women's courses of actions. 
The integrity of the family and the definition of 
wives' roles in a marital relationship are constantly 
brought up by the women to explain their actions. They 
accept their conventionally defined gender roles. Marriage 
is· viewed by them as a commitment to the well-being of the 
family. Attachment to domesticity have an impact on 
married women (Cromie and Hayes 1988). They feel it 
121 
'morally' and 'naturally' cor r ect to be subordinate to 
their husbands (Bell and Newby 1976, cited in Goffee and 
Scase 1987). Although two of the women resent this, others 
regard it as natural and desirable. Wh e n asked why they 
agree to work in the shop, the following are typical 
answers: 
If this is not my husband's business, I won't be 
involved in it. The hours are so long, I have no 
holiday. But this is my husband's career, the main 
income of the family is derived from him. He 
decides, I do what he asks me to do. I don't know, 
this is the roles of husband and wife, we both think 
in terms of the family as a whole, we are not 
thinking about us a s individuals..... I am a 
tradi tiona 1 woman, I stress fami ly ethics. As a 
woman growing up in the sixties, I think I'm 
somewhat between the old and the new generation. 
other people may be more open, I am more 
conservative. 
(Mrs Le ung, e l ec t rica l a ppliance s h op) 
When I married him , I was pr e p a r e d to work for him. 
We h e lp each other , t h e re l ations h ip betwee n hu sband 
and wife is a life-long thing. He runs a business , 
you work for him. Once you are married to him, you 
h ave to pre pa r e for it , oth erw i se you don ' t get 
married. I won't work outside as long as he runs 
this business. No. I see tha t my mothe r - in - law has 
bee n d o ing like th i s , I d o the saree .. . . . . My fath e r 
used to be a sailor, I wa s brought up by my mother. 
I a m influe nced by her , s h e teaches me tha t be ing a 
woman, you have to be like this, this is tradition. 
(Mr Ling, grocery store) 
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Besides the role definition of wives, the belief that 
their husbands are working for the fami ly is a strong 
incentive for the wives to decide to help out in the shop_ 
Mrs ' Tse used to be a factory worker before her husband 
started a herbal shop, she had to learn Chinese herb so as 
to be helpful. 
I l~arnt about Chinese herbs after Mr Tse opened 
this herbal shop. I have to come to the shop to help 
out. He is working very hard and doing a lot for the 
family, I need to learn more to help him. 
(Mrs Tse, herbal shop) 
Summing up, all the women hold the traditional view 
that married women should be obliging wives and caring 
mothers. As wives, they consider it their responsibility 
to stand by their husbands' decisions or to make decisions 
for their good. The women have no doubts that their 
husbands, as providers, by running a business or having an 
independent employment and at the same contributing to the 
business, are working hard for the improvement of their 
families. They fe e l that, as wive s , they themselves should 
contribute to this goal. By putting priority on the 
family's well-being, these women see themselves as acting 
to lessen their husbands' burdens and thus fulfil their 
roles as wives. Further, they feel that married women 
should be caring mothers, too. The perceived flexibility 
of being able to take care of both the family and the 
business has served as a strong incentive for their 
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initiative or incor poration. 
Women's Derived status 
In this part, I concentrate on women who incorporate 
their labor into their husbands' business and try to 
account for their cooperation. Their strong personal 
attachment to the family business, apart from resulting 
from the established family-based ideologies, is also due 
to the fact that these women feel that they are better-off 
opting to help out in the business. Most of the women do 
not experience their incorporation as unwelcome because it 
makes good sense for them to do so (cf. Finch 1983). In 
terms of value orientation, the wives want the similar 
things their husbands do. Most are seeking autonomy and an 
opportunity to escape dissatisfying jobs. Most of these 
women are over thirty (when business is started), from a 
blue-collar background, having no or very little education 
below the primary level and are unskilled or semi-skilled 
ex-factory workers. The low income, the hard work and the 
tight control they experienced in factory work all make 
their current arrangement a more satisfactory one. Mrs 
Chiu prefers helping in her husband's business to 
employment elsewhere: 
If I were employed outside, I won't be as free, the 
wage is low, a few thousand dollars. I haven't 
received much education, if I work outside, I can 
only be an ordinary worker. 
(Mrs Chiu, h ousehold a ppliance shop) 
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Mrs Cheung compares her work in a factory unfavorably 
with that in the family business because: 
I am not well-educated, I am not competitive ..... . 
When you work for others, no matter how good you 
are, how big your salary is, you are still working 
for others. Working in our own shop is happier. I 
had once worked in an electronics parts factory, I 
worked very hard, but it's other people's business, 
at' best they paid me lip-service.... Working for 
others is routine. Working in my own business, I do 
more thinking. I think about why today my business 
is not good, how I can improve. When my business 
improves, I feel satisfied, very happy. That it's my 
own business, not other people's makes a difference. 
Money is very important, I earn more money, I buy 
more things for my family, the whole family would 
feel happy. 
(Mrs Cheung, stationery shop) 
Some of them are new immigrants, working in their own 
business is a means to get ahead. 
I was a teacher in my home town. I came to Hong Kong 
when I was twenty-five. I worked for ten odd days in 
a garment factory as a quality controller. I could 
not get used to it. 
(Mrs Ting, herbal shop) 
I used to be a worker in an electronics factory ..... 
It's better to be a businessman's wife than an 
electronics worker. 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
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Mrs Leung is a secondary school graduate and had been 
working in a trading firm as an import-export clerk before 
joining her mother's business and later her husband's. She 
~ 
contributes to the start-up capital and shares her 
husband's view regarding the advantages of running one's 
own business: 
R~nning a business, we have better opportunities, if 
you work for others, you don't even have the 
opportunity. I sometimes would compla in and say, "if 
I knew it's so tough, I wouldn't do it". But, as 
long as you are in business, you still have the 
chance. I won't work for others, we won't terminate 
the business. If I don't run this business, I won't 
have better (career) developments. I have not got a 
high educational attainment, all the people are 
secondary school graduates ...... I have contributed 
more than one hundred thousand dollars to the 
business. On paper, I am not a partner, but 
psychologically, I feel that this is my business, 
this business belongs to me and my husband. 
(Mrs Leung, electrical appliance shop) 
The der i ved status of laobanna ing ({ 11~ )(t~ , wife of 
a business owner) and the (potential) economic betterment 
serve strong incentives for these women to cooperate. 
Men's View 
Like their female counterparts, the men either set up 
their own businesses or incorporate their labor into the 
businesses set up by their wives. The men in the former 
group refer to the si tuation as mutual dependence and 
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reciprocal role fulfilment between husba nds and wives. The 
family ideology a nd traditional role definition of women 
are readily picked up by the men as explanations for 
> 
deploying their wives' labor in the businesses. Look at 
how Mr Mo comments on his wife: 
Let me put it this way, she is a very traditional 
wo~an, doesn't put on cosmetics, no pretty dresses, 
doesn't play mahjongg. She does what a woman has to 
do, she puts the family, the children and me before 
herself. 
(Mr Mo, bookstore) 
Expecting their wives to put their families, children 
and husbands before themselves, during the start-up 
process, wives' cooperation is easily elicited . Mr Leung 
has her wife in mind in the very initial stage of planning 
his business: 
At the very beginning, I have planned for my wife to 
work in the shop. If she does not work in the shop, 
I would not rest assured that everything would be 
alright. It would be impossible for me to hire 
helpers. I have to go out most of the time to 
deliver the goods a nd work on the projects, I cannot 
entrust money matters to outsiders. When I asked her 
to join me, I expected her to say 'yes'. 
(Mr Leung, electrical appliance shop) 
It also do e s not seem to oc c u r to Mr Li ng that his wife 
will say no: 
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She just has to work here ....... No, she hadn't said 
anything about holding on to her old job before we 
got married. I took over this business because my 
father was sick, I am replacing him. It goes without 
saying that she must help out here. If she works 
outside, I have to hire someone else. No way. 
(Mr Ling, grocery store) 
Many men recognize the hard work of their wives and 
acknowledge their indispensability. 
I asked my wife to quit her job to join me. I wanted 
to have more time to go out to look for new 
products, to negotiate business with others, to plan 
for the future ...... The business belongs to both of 
us, although on paper I am the owner. I really need 
her help, I cannot do so many things on my own, I 
need to go out very often, I need someone to entrust 
my business ....... If not for her help, the business 
could not have developed so rapidly, and things 
could not have run so smoothly. 
(Mr Yeung, multi-level marketing shop) 
I could not have opened this shop if my wife did not 
agree to join me. If she told me today that she was 
going to quit, it would be extremely difficult for 
me to continue with the business. 
(Mr Ma, stationery shop) 
My wife works with me so that we can take care of 
the childre n . On e i s nin e a nd t h e oth e r i s six. We 
want to spend more time taking care of them, to 
supervise their homework ..... We also do alterations 
because a lot of neighbors around ask us to do them. 
My wife and I both know how to do alterations, we 
earn about three thousand dollars from alteration 
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work ..... We divide our labor equally. 
(Mr Lai, pant shop) 
,If I am away, like having to do consultancy work, or 
having to see the patients at their homes, my wife 
have to be here to keep the shop. If not for her, I 
would have to close the shop. 
(Mr Tse, herbal shop) 
We now come to the views of those men who work in the 
businesses initiated by their wives. They either assume 
the role of senior partners or give part-time help in the 
shops due to engagement in full-time employment. Similar 
to other men and women, these men also make reference to 
family integrity and collective good as rationales for 
supporting their wives and for incorporating their labor 
to the business. 
It's hard work, but its' worth it, we do it for the 
family ....... When we planned to open the (first) 
shop, we were thinking that we could make money the 
same time my wife could take care of the children. 
(Mr Lui, stationery shop) 
Summary 
Shift from employment to se lf-employment does not 
represent me rely individua l c a ree r s , but it is strongly 
linked to collective strategy of the family unit (Hareven 
1978b). The family is an absolutely central unit in the 
economic process of business formation. The setting up of 
small family businesse s is enmeshed in collective f a mily 
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strategies. The couples are committed to a joint stake in 
the family business. We have seen that at the heart of 
business start-up, family resources in terms of capital 
and labor are utilized. It is evident that there is a 
collective family effort in each of the families in 
pooling their money and labor to make business ownership 
possible. Of vital importance to the plans of men is the 
use of their wives' so-called 'natural' skills and their 
labor as resources. Also, some of the accounts have 
clearly shown the importance of the presence of one or 
more children for utilizing their labor. For female 
business owners, the utilization of female-type skills and 
the chance to balance work and family are important 
factors that led women into small business . 
In both the cases of male and female business owners, 
family savings and spousal labor were vital components of 
the family unit of production, underlying the success of 
business start-up. Economic 
ideology which stresses the 
necessity and the family 
collecti ve good provide a 
strong rationale for spousal cooperation. This does not 
mean that there was no intra-family conflict and 
inequality. Nor does thi s mean that all family members 
share equal power in the decision making. Rather, the less 
powerful of the couple is expected or convinced to comply. 
For them family solidarity take precedence over individual 
opportunity. Marriage appears to propel the spouse into 
incorporating his/her labor in the family business. 
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CONNECTING FAMILY WORK STRATEGIES WITH THE ECONOMIC 
CONTEXT 
What people do is as much dependent on their ideologies 
as on the opportunity structure in the local economy. The 
emphases on economic and social mobility which serve as 
motivating factors and the pooling of family resources 
which facilitates business start-up are all influenced by 
cultural traditions. However, familial choices may be 
facilitated or thwarted by external conditions and 
families take an acti ve role in responding to external 
conditions (Hareven 1978a, 1978b). There is a reciprocal 
relation between the family and the wider economic 
context. 
Looking at the facilitating factors in the opportunity 
structure, six aspects are worthy of note. First, the ease 
of entry into retailing through small capital investment 
has presented favorable conditions for business start-up. 
Second, there is high potential demand for retail products 
in densely populated neighborhoods in a city whose 
economic performance has been tremendous. Third, the 
condition of full employment in the Hong Kong economy has 
somehow encouraged entrepreneurial attempts in that the 
option of wage employment is always open. This does not 
mean that the prospective business owners has anticipated 
failure, rather the possibility of wage employment serves 
as a 'catch net' for them. This consideration is one of 
the constitutive aspects in the entrepreneurial 
rationality underlying the searching process. Fourth, 
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while prior knowledge of retailing in their wage 
employment or family employment is a facilitating factor 
of the choice of the entry into the trade, the low levels 
of managerial competence in this sector of the 
distributive system also attract other prospective 
entrants who have no shopkeeping experience. Fifth, 
another condition which is favorable to business start-up 
is . the· system of dingrang in this small-scale capital 
accumulation sector. The existence of shops which are 
readily availabl e to be taken over shortens the searching 
and start-up processes because the new entrants do not 
have to start from anew. 
Finally, transactions of the prospective business 
owner with social network or reference groups have also 
contributed to successful business formation. For some, 
friends have been crucial in affecting entrepreneurial 
ideas through provision of trade information on product 
supply; for others, business is viable only through 
partnership with friends at the beginning. For the 
immigrants from China, tongxi a ng relationship is 
influential in resource mobilization in that capital can 
be generated through the rotating credit association, 
zuohui. These network and reference groups are resources 
which the would-be business owners bring to the situation 
and they have important bearings on business start-up. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
The focus of this chapter has been to present evidence 
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of the processes through which new recruits are channelled 
into small family businesses. I have detailed the 
processes of mobilization of capital and labor resources. 
" Obviously enough, the evidence collected bears a lot of 
resemblance to what is known to us in regard to how small 
businesses deploy family and kinship (tongxiang) labor and 
other resources, whether they are native or ethnic 
businesses, Chinese or otherwise. For example, like their 
counterparts in Italy, small business owners are 
independent from such formal insti tutions as banks and 
financial institutions (Bamford 1987). Their utilization 
of spousal labor resembles much of what has been reported 
in studies of British small businesses (Bechhofer, 
Elliott, Rushforth and Bland 1974; Scase and Goffee 1980). 
The importance of family and kinship resources of capital 
and labor is not too dissimilar to their Asian and British 
counterparts In Eng land (Z immer and Aldr ich 1987) and 
Chinese counterparts in the United states (B. Wong 1987) 
and Canada (Oxfeld 1993). 
Notwithstanding these similarities, my focus is to 
fully understand the pattern of mobilization of resources 
wi thin the context of fami ly strateg i z ing and that of 
social embeddedness of family entrepreneurship, an 
approach which I have argued to be useful for an adequate 
sociological analysis of the real world of small business. 
It is this theoretica 1 or ientation that adds to past 
research of small business elsewhere. The notion of family 
work strategy allows us to take account of the effect of 
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family considerations, needs and constraints on business 
formation. The embe ddedness arguments, on the other hand, 
enable us to und e rstand decisions in the family units in 
the light of the structural conditions in the wider 
context. Putting the findings in this framework, the 
start-up processes show three recurring themes: one, the 
family is an absolutely central unit in the economic 
process of business formation; two, there is a degree of 
rationality underlying the strategic actions of the 
families and three, the strategies are embedded in social 
networks, resources, ideologies and opportunities within 
a specific set of conditions encountered by the business 
owners and their families . 
Chinese familism which emphasizes collective familial 
economic survival and mobility, a nd the promotion of 
familial interes t is an important factor in conducing 
small family business formation. It is the link between 
the familial resources of capital and labor, and 
structural conditions. The latter include namely, ease of 
entry into retailing, demand for retail products, the open 
option of wag e e mployme nt, low l e v e l o f manager i al 
competence required, availability o f shops to be taken 
over and he l p e li c ited fr om soc i a l network. I f not for the 
c ul t u ra l e mp h a s i s on t h e promotion of fa milial i nterest , 
the resources derived from individua l members of the 
family may not be pooled to form businesses, even if the 
resources are available and if the structural conditions 
are conducive to s ma ll busi ness format i on. 
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Baving set up the business, the owners and their family 
members work hard for its survival and growth. In the next 
chapter, I shall examine how work and family intermesh 
~ 
within the small business concerns. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
ACCUMULATION AND ACCOMMODATION 
This study of accumulation and accommodation in small 
family business draws on the family work strategy 
approach. In the last chapter, I have pointed out that 
setting up a small business is a family strategy which 
implicates the use of family resources namely finance and 
labor for the generation of income for the family. In this 
chapter, I del ve into the use of fami ly labor for the 
maintenance of the family units of production. These units 
operate in two contexts, one is the context of the shop, 
the other is the context of the home, and I study how 
family work strategy is operationalized in these contexts. 
In the following, I first look into how the businesses are 
run by describing the l a bor for c e con fi guration in the 
shops and examining the organization of work. Next, I move 
on to examine the family re s ults of running a business and 
detail how the family accommodates business needs. Then I 
summarize the cost of survival. 
ACCUMULATION: THE WORK OF RUNNING A BUSINESS 
Running a business provides the opportun i ty to make 
money, but it is more risky than working f or someone else. 
Being your own boss mean s one i s totally responsible for 
the success or failure of one's business. Motivated mainly 
by pecuniary gain s , the business owner s in the sample 
measure their success by t h e amount o f c a pital the y r aise. 
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Faced with the constant pressure of maintaining a good 
cash flow, they are cost conscious. To cut cost, they 
utilize family labor and employ as few people as possible. 
Labor Force Configuration 
One of the organizational characteristics identifying 
small family businesses is their small size. Table 3 shows 
the number of persons regularly engaged in the retail 
shops. 
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As with the mobilization of investment capital for 
business s tart - up, the owners have to be dependent upon 
their own re s ources f or s urv i val . When they must call upqn 
labor other tha n th e i r own, t h e y are likel y to involve 
other members of thei r fa mili es wi th t h e affairs of the 
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shops. In all cases, conjugal partners contribute labor to 
the running of the business. Therefore, when the shop size 
is 2, it means that only the couples work in the shops. A 
majority of the owners (21 out of 33) involve only the 
labor of their spouses in running the business. When labor 
other than spouses is required, the chance of using the 
labor of kin (such as siblings, cousins and parents) is 
more -likely than that of the non-kin workers. Table 4 
shows the composition of the workers other than the 
couples. 
Table 4 composition of Workers Other Than the 
Couples 
========== = ============ ================================= 
Business Initiated by 
Composition of Labour Women 
No. of cases No. of cases 
Parents 3 
Partner and his spouse 1 
Brothers (as partners) and 
their spouses 1 
Employees with kin relations 3 
Employees with non-kin relations 2 2 
Number of businesses 10 2 
The long hours and the routine nature of the duties 
together with the poor pay and fringe benefits afforded in 
the small family bu s inesses make it difficult to recruit 
and retain staff. Tru s tworth i ness of workers is also 
important as many s hopowners do not e ven h ave a cash 
1 38 
machine to register their sales. Hence they have to put 
considerable effort into recruiting sympathetic, hard 
working and trustworthy workers and they bel ieve that 
, 
these workers are more likely to be found among family 
members and kin than non-kin. The former are referred to 
as zijiren ( UuJ~ , one of us) while the latter, wairen 
9 \ .. / ...... , outsider). 
Its difficult to hire helpers. We can't trust people 
with the money. 
(Mrs Ling, grocery store) 
It's a great trouble to hire outsiders to work here 
and it's also difficult, too. If they are good, they 
won't stay here for long or they will ask for better 
pay. If they are no good, they affect business. 
(Mr Chow, herbal shop) 
We have once hired a helper. He worked here for a 
while in the first few months after the shop was 
opened. He's just not suitable, he's not worth the 
expense, not of much help. We would rather work 
harder and it is proven that we can manage it ..... 
We do not have any relatives who could spare time to 
work here, they all have their own jobs. 
(Mr Tse, herbal shop) 
The lack of trust in wairen is reflected in the hiring 
process. When kin are not available, in the hiring of non-
kin workers, the owner s organize their personal contacts 
to recruit helpers with a v i ew to understand the 
background and personality of the prospective helpers 
more. 
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That family and kin workers are more likely to be 
stable workers is an important reason for hiring them. In 
the last chapter, under the section on the searching 
pr~cess, we note that Mr Kwan gives up the idea of opening 
a restaurant even though he is familiar with the trade 
because he is afraid that he cannot secure stable workers. 
Mr Mak who now runs a stationery shop has also thought of 
running a restaurant but gives up the idea for the same 
reason. These cases illustrate the importance of 
sympathetic and stable work force. 
Apart from regular help given by family members and 
employees, other irregular help is used. In the 
el~ctricity and plumbing shops, helpers who are paid on 
piece rates are hired for projects which cannot be handled 
solely by the owner-technician. The reason for hiring 
piece-rate helpers is to cut cost because these helpers 
can then be disposed of when their help is not in need. In 
some shops, the owners' siblings also render help during 
weekends if they are free. This kind of help is not paid 
in cash, but in kind in terms of lunches and gifts. 
Those who use non-kin labor either do not have family 
or kin members readily available or have had bad 
experiences with them before. 
Our income does not allow u s to hire workers. It's 
no use if you hire a helper who does not work hard 
here. We demand that he does everything. Once we 
hired a relative of my husband's, he was unemployed, 
thirty odd years old. He just sat there all day, 
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doing nothing, not trying to serve the customers, 
not trying to help out with moving goods around. 
After a month, we fired him. 
(Mrs Ho, grocery store) 
We had once employed my husband's si s ter to help in 
the home and the shop. It was a very unpleasant 
experience. I thought as 'one of us' (zijiren), she 
should be helpful, but she thought that since she 
was 'one of us', she did not need to help much. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
The lack of trust in non-kin workers, apart from being 
reflected in the hiring process whereby personal contacts 
are used to recruit workers, is also shown in the 
supervision style. When non-k i n workers are employed, the 
owners will not leave them alone in the shop. They make it 
a point that either one of the couple stays in the shop to 
oversee the work of the ir helpe r s , al though they are aware 
that such close monitoring of opportunism among helpers is 
contributing to their own confinement to the shops. In 
only one out of the four shops where non-kin labor is used 
does the own e r c l a i m t o th e except i o n. 
The main source of la bor i n these s hops, a s mentioned 
earlier, is from that of the spouses. I n carving out a 
small business career, spouses are drawn in varying 
degrees, depending on their outside employment status, the 
family life cycle (e.g the presence of children and 
elders) and their h ea lth. Tab le 5 s hows the involvement of 
the owners and thei r s pou ses i n th e busi ne sses. 
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Table 5 Involvement of Owners and spouses 
====== = == ============================== ========= ======== 
IAvolvement 
Owner and spouse work 
full-time in the shop 
Owner works full-time in 
the shop and spouse works 
part~time in the shop 
because of 
- full-time employment 
- child care and domestic 
duties 
- poor health 
Owner works part-time and 
spouse works full-time 
because self has f ull-time 
e mpl o yme n t 
Both work part-time in 
the shop because 
- owner jointly run s a 
bus iness with a fri e nd 
and spouse has homecare 
Business I nitiated by 
Me n Women 







Number of businesses 24 9 
Of the twenty-four cases whereby the businesses are 
started up by the hu s ba nd s , s ixtee n o f the wive s work full 
time in the shops with their hu s band s . In six of the 
shops, the husba nd s work f ull-time a nd the wives work 
part-time there either beca use th e l a t te r h a v e full-time 
jobs or they ar e homemake r s . I n one ca s e , the wife works 
full-time in the shop wh i l e h e r hu s ba nd works part-time 
there because h e holds f ull-t ime employment o f f t h e shop 
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in order to secure a stable income for the family. In the 
remaining one c~se, the husband and the wife take shifts 
to work part-time there because the man runs another joint 
business with a friend and has to spend time in it and the 
wife is a full-time homemaker. In this shop, there is 
another partner who also works part-time there, and so 
does his wife. 
In the cases whereby the shops are set up by the wives, 
all these women work full-time in the shop. Only three of 
the husbands work full-time in the shops and the remaining 
six work part-time there. out of the latter six men, five 
have full-time employment elsewhere and one only works 
part-time in the shop because he suffers from poor health. 
There is a temporal dimension to the composition of 
labor force in the shops. The establishment size, the 
labor force configuration of the shops and the involvement 
of spouses are not static, they change as the businesses 
proliferate. We turn our attention to changes in these 
regards. 
Typically, in the early stage of the business start-up, 
if the owners are married at the start-up stage of their 
businesses, it is the owners together with their spouses 
who are at the centre of the economic activity carried out 
in the small business. Because of insufficiency in capital 
at the start-up stage, the business is kept small. The 
typical establishment size is 2. In most of these shops, 
the number of persons engaged have remained stable over 
the course of its development, although the amount of time 
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s pent in the s hop i ncreases or decreases over t ime (see 
below). variations to this pattern are found in the 
sample. One variation to the size of 2 is found in cases 
whereby unmarried men start their business on their own 
and the establishment size at the beginning is 1. In these 
cas e s , the siz e of the shops grows wh e n the owner s get 
married and incorporate their wives' labor to the shops. 
Another var iation is found in cases whereby the shops 
which involve partnership of friends or siblings (and 
their spouses), and those involve the owners' parents. In 
such cases, the establishment sizes tend to be larger. 
Only one shop experiences down - sizing. In this case, when 
the husband was not yet fully involved at the beginning, 
two part-timers were used. There was a total of four 
persons engaged in the shop. When he started to engage in 
the shop full-time, he replaced the two part-timers and 
the number of per s on s e ngaged be c ame 2. 
In a few cases, becau s e busine sses grow, spouses are 
involved or more workers are employed. 
The business is good In the evening after office 
hours. We need two persons at the same time, one to 
do the selling, the other to prepare the popcorn and 
do the packaging. My pa r tner do e s not trust 
outsiders , I have to respect his opinion, he is 
careful about money. I have to ask my wife to come 
and h e lp out, my son is too young, my mother i s old. 
May be I can consider employing a friend, but it's 
best for my wife to come. 
(Mr Ch a n, confectione ry s hop) 
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After we started the old shop for one year, there 
was this premises inviting tender, the location is 
better, there is a lot more people passing by. Our 
tender was successful so we had to hire helpers to 
work in the old shop while I started to work here. 
Business has been doing good. I asked friends to 
refer helpers to us. The first one was good, we knew 
her personality and entrusted her to recommend her 
friends and relatives to us. We now have five part-
ti1Tle helpers. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
The size also changes when the owners reach a different 
stage of their life cycle. 
I started this bookstore seventeen years ago. At the 
beginning, my wife worked in a plastic factory. We 
were afraid that we could not make enough money from 
this business to support the family, so she did not 
quit her job. We had one kid then. My mother took 
care of him. Just in case I lost in this business, 
we would have stable income for the family ..... 
After three years, the prof it we made was quite 
handsome. We had our second son, my mother was 
getting too old to be able to take care of two kids. 
So we decided that she would quit her job and help 
out here, and at the same time she could take care 
of the children and my mother. 
(Mr Mo, bookstore) 
Like Mrs Mo, a few wives have changed the amount of 
time they spend in the shop as business develops. Mrs Mak 
also started off part-time, and when business grew, she 
quit her job and began to work full-time in the shop. 
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I had been a clerk for eleven, t welve years ..... I 
used to work in an office nearby. At the beginning 
I came to help here after work. I k now about the 
stationery better than h i m. La ter thi s business 
needed more help from me, I started to work full-
time here. It's better for me to help out here 
because I am 'one of us' (zijiren). 
(Mrs Mak, stationery shop) 
So did Mrs Ts o who now runs a tuc k shop tog e ther with 
her hu s band . 
I used to be a cleaning lady at the Housing 
Depa rtme nt . I u sed t o c ome h e r e ri gh t af t e r work. I t 
was very tough for me be c a use my work started at 
7 :00 in t h e morni ng . Th is shop closes at midnigh t . 
I was a f raid t hat I wouldn I t have t h e e nergy to 
survive two j obs . I was sick a l l t h e time , a ft e r 
about half a year, he asked me to quit my job and 
work full-time here , and so I did. 
(Mrs Tso , t u c k s hop) 
Those who are now giving p a rt-time help can envisage 
giving up their f ull-time job s ome d a y and work full-time 
in the shop. First, bu s ine s s growth will demand their 
full -time help . Second , t h ey plan to have c h ildren a nd see 
self-employment a s offering more fl e x i bility for child 
care. 
If the business develops we ll, I will contribute 
full-time t o th e s hop. Wh e n a husba nd runs a 
business and need s h e lp, the wi f e mu s t he l p. 
(Mr s Chong, compute r acc essories shop ) 
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I plan to have two kids. See the shop opposite? 
Their children grow up in the shop. I can see myself 
doing the same thing when my kids are three, fours 
years old. By that time, my mother-in-law will be 
too old to look after the kids. I will bring them to 
the shop to look after them here. This is the way a 
family business is run, you do business the same 
time you take care of the kids. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical and plumbing shop) 
others gradually spend less hours in the shop mainly 
because domestic duties such as child care and/or care for 
an elderly member require more of their time. One does so 
also because the business has developed well so that they 
can afford to hire a helper in the shop. None of those who 
are spending less time in the business than before go on 
to pursue their own career either in the form of taking up 
employment or starting an independent business concern. 
We have three ch i ldren, they are fourteen, twelve 
and six. The children attend the afternoon session. 
In the morning, I stay at home and make sure that 
the children have done their homework ........ At 
noon, after I prepare the meal and eat, I come to 
the shop. My husband will return home to have lunch, 
take a shower a nd ha ve a nap. He will return at 
around three, four o'clock. I stay in the shop until 
six o'clock and go to pick up my kids from school. 
Then I go hom e to p rep a r e dinner. Things have 
improved much now. The hardest time was when the 
children were small and we didn't have any helper. 
I brought the younges t one h e r e . I had to s end the 
older ones to school and pick them up and bring them 
to the shop. I had no helper in the shop. They 
played, ate, did their homework, and took the i r naps 
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here. I was so exhausted and felt like I was sick 
all the time ... . . Luckily the business is doing well 
and we have a helper here to release my burden. 
(Mrs Ng, shoe shop) 
Be fore I have my baby, I worked full-time here. We 
live up-stairs, now I always bring the baby down 
here and help out a bit. It' s difficult to stay 
full-time in the shop with a baby around. 
(Mrs Chung, pant shop) 
My elder daughters are now seventeen and fifteen. I 
h ave a sma 11 son , aged three. After the birth of 
this child, I started to work part-time in the shop, 
coming here for one and half hours in the morning 
and three , four hours in the evening. 
(Mrs Chiu, household appliance shop) 
The change in the amount of time husbands spend in the 
shops is not as varied as the pattern described above for 
wives . Out of the nine cases whereby the businesses were 
started by the women, only two men gradually contributed 
more time to them. We have seen in the last chapter that 
Mr Ta o of the photo finishing shop started to engage full-
time in the shop after he recovered f rom an injury which 
happened in his taxi. Mr Tai also joined his wife a few 
months after the business was started up because he was 
not happy with hi s job a nd beca us e Mrs Tai, due to hard 
work in the shop , suffered s evere stomach problems and was 
hospitalized for weeks. 
Ch ild labor i s u s u a lly not used i n th e s hops. Although 
children are kept i n t he shops , t hey are t her e b cause 
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they are too small to be left alone at home. Even if the 
children do help out in the shop, their parents take it as 
an opportunity to educate them. 
My two sons help with the selling, after they finish 
their homework, they are free, selling is good for 
training their arithmetic. 
(Mr Kwan, stationery shop) 
I don't need the chi ldren to help out here. When 
they come to the shop, I educate them to keep the 
goods clean and not to ruin them. It's more for 
teaching them, actually they don't help out. 
(Mr Tse, herbal shop) 
We shall see later in the next chapter that the 
business owners have aspirations for their children which 
put emphasis on their studies than on the use of their 
labor in the shops. 
Organizing Shop Work 
The business owners and their spouses are all in close 
touch with the business and are at the center of the 
economic activities. One distinct feature of small family 
business is the long hours of work. Full-time work in the 
shops lasts for at least ten hours and part-time work 
usually ranges from two to six hours per day. For those 
spouses who have full-time employment, they have a long 
work day of ten to twelve hours. None of the shops close 
for weekly holidays. Most do so only during Chinese New 
Year. 
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In the first two years, we opened 365 days 
: throughout the year, we closed the shops very late 
at night. Life was really no joy. We started to have 
breaks in 1989 and went to Thailand for holiday. 
That was the first time I ever had a trip overseas. 
Now that the children are growing up, and we have 
hired some reliable staffs, we can have a week's 
holiday in summer ..... We open the shop at 9:00 am 
and close at 8: OOpm. I am here all day long. My 
husband works early shift at the Mass Transit 
Railway, he starts at 5:30am and finishes at 1:00pm. 
After taking his nap, he will come to help out here. 
When he is not sleepy, he comes here directly from 
his workplace. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
Our shop opens at 9:30am and closes at 9:00pm. I do 
the selling and take the photo finishing orders. 
When I accumulate a few orders, I will telephone my 
wife and ask her to come down to get the negatives 
to be developed up stairs. 
(Mr Tao, photo finishing shop) 
My husband works in an electronics company, he is a 
design engineer. He comes here daily from 7:00pm to 
10:00pm. On Sundays, he comes for the whole day and 
I spend more time at home to finish the housework. 
Our business hours ar e from 9:00am to 10:00pm. When 
I first started, I went to the wholesale market at 
4:00am every other day. Now they know me and I ask 
them to hold the stock for me, I go to the market 
once in a few days. 
(Mrs Lee, fruit shop) 
Occasiona lly, s o me O"Jners a nd / or t he ir spouses stay 
overnight in the shops or work overn i ght a t home to f i nish 
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their work. For example, the couple in a stationery shop 
near a university taking too many photocopying orders have 
to finish them overnight. The owner in a herbal shop 
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receiving bulk delivery of herbs from the wholesalers has 
to stay up in the shop past midnight to classify and pack 
the herbs. The couple in a photo finishing shop who place 
their film developing machines at home above the shop 
sometimes have to do film development until one or two 
o'clock in the morning. The significance of economic 
necess ity a s a contributor mu s t be s t ressed. Firs t, with 
the exception of two, all business owners do not own the 
premises of their shops. The longer the business hours, 
the more they maximize the utility of the rented premises 
and their own labor. Second, they will not refuse orders 
even if they know they have to work excessive long hours 
because refusing orders will mean loss of business, not 
only at the moment but also in the future. Third, 
availability of c a pital is a persistent problem in these 
shops, in order to save a dditiona l labor costs, they have 
to overload themselves. All of them justify their self-
exploitation by re f erring to the opportunity cost 
incurred. 
We borrowed money from my mother and my mother-in-
law. Whenever we had extra money, we invested back 
into the shop by buying more goods. So, in the first 
year, we dared not hire any helpers. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
As family business, we use our time to the f ullest 
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extent, we won't have any time left. No matter how 
busy we are, only two work in one shop. We work 
until very late at night. We have t wo shops, we 
divide the labor of the four o f us between the two 
shops. It would be a great waste if all four of us 
work in one shop .... Now that we h a ve t wo shops, 
it's very tough. One does the work of t wo workers. 
We also use our money to the full es t e xtent, we 
invest our profit in the shops. 
(Mrs Cheung, stationery shop) 
Spouses play roles of either business partner or shop 
helper. As seen above, ma le owners get more help from 
their spouses then their f emale counterparts. Active shop 
helpers are more likely to be found in shops set up by 
men, while business partners and shop helpers are more 
likely to be found in shops set up by women. Patriarchy 
and economic circums tances play i mporta nt roles. Women 
with husbands owning s hops are le s s likely to have 
independent outside employme nt becau se the opportunity 
costs incurred in giving up the ir jobs is not high. Though 
they are involved in the s hop regularly but they do not 
attempt to play the roles of business partners because 
they compromise to a family ideology emphasising female 
subordination. The women are ' shop hel pers' or 'wives of 
the owners I (laobanniang 1t: 1/~ k~ ). De cision making in 
business , in an overwh e l mi ng majo r ity o f the ca s es, i s the 
domain of the hu s ba nd s . Th ey a r e the ones who make 
decision on the kinds o f merch a ndise to sell and their 
prices, who de a l with the wh o l esa ler s, who have the 
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authority to distribute resources and who develop 
expansion plans. There are deliberations between the 
couples but the final decision making power rests with the 
hu~bands. Apart from decision making, r esponsibilities in 
small family businesses are flexibly defined and family 
workers are expected to help out in dif f erent tasks. 
My - husband is the main decision maker in this 
business. Men should decide. He's been in business 
for so long. Whatever happens, I am only here to 
help out. 
(Mrs Ma k, stationery shop) 
We both do the selling, cleaning and assigning codes 
to the shoes. I decide on the goods to buy and sell, 
the suppliers are men, it's more convenient for me 
to negotiate with them. I am also responsible for 
the financial matters, I sign the cheques. 
(Mr Ta ng, shoe shop) 
Our shop is open from ten in the morning until nine 
in the evening. Our daily work is like this: 
collecting the goods delivered by the suppliers, 
putting the goods onto the shel ves, serving the 
customers when th e y come in and sell i ng. My husband 
is responsible for ordering goods from the 
suppliers. If I find that certain kinds of goods are 
almost out of stock, I write d own a note and he'll 
call with the suppliers. I do everything here 
including moving the goods around. If they are so 
heavy that I am unabl e to move them, my husband will 
do so. 
(Mr s Ma, stationery shop) 
I always go out to look for product sources. I go to 
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the trading firms to look at the samples. I always 
look for new products and new ideas of expanding the 
business. She stays in the shop to do the 
selling..... We still haven't had a good book 
keeping system, she's working on it. 
(Mr Yeung, multi-level marketing shop) 
contrary to the cases whereby it is the man who start 
the business, when a business is set up by a woman, her 
husband is less likely to give up his employment because 
the opportuni ty cost is high and this explains their 
inactive participation. That the women and their husbands 
want the men to uphold their role as providers by having 
an independent employment (cf. Hood 1983) is also a strong 
reason for the men not to opt in full-time. Mrs Lui's 
reasoning is illustrative. She insists that her husband 
stays in his job although she now owns t wo shops and hires 
five part-time helpe rs. She sees that her children's 
further education and their retirement supports all depend 
on her husband. It is a clear reflection of her wish to 
uphold her husband's role as a provider of the family. 
My husband ha s been thinking about quitting his job 
because we do have enough helpers around, and it's 
always the cas e that we do a better job than the 
helpers. He's also not happy in his job. But I 
object to this idea. What if the business does not 
perform well? If you go to look for a job, you might 
not find one because you are too old. He's been in 
that job for eleven years, he has only to wait ten 
more years to get his pension. The children's 
"further education depends on it, also we cannot rely 
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on the children to support us wh e n we get old. 
(Mrs Lu i , stationery shop) 
> When the men work full-time in the business, their 
roles are those of the business partners. First, the 
nature of the business requires their active 
participation, for example, the men who are technicians in 
electrical and plumbing shops h a ve key roles to play. 
Second, by accepting their husband s as bus i ness partners, 
sometimes as senior partners, these women protect the 
image of their husbands as providers of the family, so as 
to avoid possible role conflicts between a subordinate 
wife and a powerful business owner. 
We start work at 10:00a m, sometimes even earlier, 
after 8:00am. We close our shop at 8:00pm. I stay in 
the shop, we sell light bulbs, sockets, alarm clocks 
and other light electrical a ppliances so as to 
attract people to come to us when they need 
installation work a t home. When doing bigger 
projects, my husband u s uall y h ire s a worker at piece 
rate to help out. I f th e proj ec t i s s mall and if he 
needs help, I will also go t o help out , I d r i ll the 
wall, mark the positions o f the pipes, hand the 
tools to him. When I stay in the shop, I plan the 
materials used for the next pro j ect. I also deliver 




I also fi ll out t h e forms and go to the 
company to p a y th e d e pos i ts for t he 
(Mr s La u, elec t r i cal a nd pl umb ing shop) 
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Like their female counterpart s , other men who work 
part-time in the shop help out in va ri o us aspects of the 
businesses. 
I come here everyday after work. I work from 5:30pm 
to 7:00pm. On Sundays, I come after lO:OOam and work 
until the shop closes in the evening. I help out 
with the heavy work, like taking the bedspreads and 
pillows from the store room to the front of the 
shop. The store room is at the back of this arcade, 
it is actually a shop premises but because its 
location is not good, we bought it at a low price, 
at $90,000. When I used to drive a car, if some 
customers wanted something urgently and we were out 
of stock, I would drive to the factory to get the 
goods right a wa y. Also, I also used to deliver 
goods to the customers' pl a ce if they bought a lot 
from us. 
(Mr Sum, bedspread shop) 
The parents of the own e rs also help. 
My father-in-law comes her e every morning. He goes 
home for lunch and then comes a g a in at around 
4:00pm. He stays until the shop clos es (at 9:00pm). 
He helps with selling and tidying up the goods on 
the shelves. He's been in the business for several 
ten y e a rs , v e ry familiar with it . 
(Mrs Ma, s tationery shop) 
I come here in the eve ning after wo r k to replace my 
father-in-law who works here in the day time. He 
keeps the shop while my husband is out doing 
installation or repairing work. My mother-in-law i s 
here in the morning to help out. In the af ternoon 
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she returns home to do housework. What we do here is 
selling. We also take the requests for installation 
or repair work. My husband will go to inspect the 
machines, repair them. He also goes to the sites to 
see what is required and does the cost estimation. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical a nd plumbing shop) 
.The labor of employees, whether they are relatives of 
the owners or not, is deployed mostly in selling and 
tidying up of goods. The form of the business set-up is 
centralized and unstructured. Due to this factor and 
because of the fact of unde rstaffing, workers are employed 
with the expectation that they will practically help out 
in any aspect which requires their labor. Some are 
employed on hourly rates, others receive monthly salaries. 
Hourly rates are set by making reference to the rates 
offered by big ch a ined stores, such as MacDonald's. 
Monthly salaries are also set comparable to the market 
rates, and perhaps at the lower end of the market rate. In 
both cases, there is no fr inge benef its. From a labor 
market perspective, the small firm can be defined as part 
of the secondary l a bor ma rk e t. 
We have five employees, two are my nephews, one is 
my broth e r - in - l a w, t h e other t wo a r e a l s o r elatives. 
I make all th e d ec i s ion s , se ll 900d s and dispense 
the h e rbs . My ne phe ws a nd the oth e r worker s do 
everything, selling, o r ga ni z ing t h e g oods, tidying 
up. One of them knows about herbs, he also dispenses 
the herbs . 
(Mr Chow, herba.l shop ) 
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My brother and I work in this s hop, my husband and 
.my sister work in the old one. They do the same 
things my husband and I do, selling, taking note of 
goods which are running out of s tock . We are really 
· not organized, just do what we s e e needs to be done. 
(Mrs Ch e ung, s t a tionery shop) 
We see that work is accompl ished through a mundane 
process which relies much on the concerted efforts of 
everyone engaged in the shops. Work is done in a 
spontaneous and un s tru c tu red ma nne r a nd me mbers in the 
businesses organi z e their activit ie s In reaction to the 
demands of the business. When there is more customers, 
stock checking and organizing are put aside. When new 
bulks of goods are delivered to the shops, they spend more 
time doing packa g ing (as in th e h e rb a nd confectionery 
business) and orga nizing the d ispl ays . 
From the abov e acc ount s , s ome g e neral comments can be 
made about the salient feature s of organization of work in 
the small family businesses. First, though 
responsibilities seem to be flexibly defined, there is a 
definite hi e rarchi ca l struc tu re . Th e male own e rs and the 
husbands who work full-time in th e s hop s are at the center 
of all activiti e s a nd the fin a l d e ci si on - ma king powe r 
rests with them. Second, we see tha t in most businesses, 
the owners are 'arti s a n s ' (Barrow 1 993 :1 58-1 59) which means 
that most of thei r time i s spent on d e livering services. 
They also adopt a r a the r par ti c u l ari stic s tance to hiring 
and supervi s ing helpers . Th ird , contra r y to the 
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stereotypical image of entrepreneurs as innovators, the 
propensity to innovate among the business owners 
interviewed is low. There is little evidence of product or 
process innovation. This may be explained by the fact that 
most of the businesses are a replica of existing business 
which requires no innovation in its operation. 
FAMILY RESULTS: ACCOMMODATION 
All the business owners live in households whose 
members are related by blood or marriage. Of the thirty-
three business owners, twenty-seven live with their 
nuclear family. But one of these families is in reality 
living in a 'modified extended family' because the couple 
have dinner every evening in the house of the husband's 
parents which is opposite to the shop. Eight of these 
families hire live-in domestic helpers from the 
Philippines, Thailand or Indonesia. six owners live with 
their extended family. Except in one household, residence 
is patrilineal: the male owners live with their parents 
and the female owners live with the parents of their 
spouses. In the one exceptional household, the owner lives 
with his nuclear family and his sister-in-law who works in 
his shop. Dependent children are found in twenty-nine 
families but not all the children live in the same 
household with their parents because some are sent away to 
be taken care of by relatives. Three young couples are 
without children and one couple have grown-up children who 
do not live with them. 
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Most of the respondents do not construct a boundary 
between work and family, hence shop work and domestic work 
are highly integrated. I asked the respondents to list the 
main tasks completed in the shop. One couple's list is 
representative: ordering from the suppliers, organizing 
and displaying the goods, selling, negotiating with sales 
persons who call at the shop, cooking, and helping the 
children with their homework. The children spend their 
non - school hours in the s hop, not at home. The list of 
work drawn up by this couple convincingly demonstrates 
that it is difficult to distinguish shop work from 
domestic work. It is to this theme of work-family linkage 
I turn in the ne xt section. 
Work-Family Linkage 
Setting priority on capital accumulation is taken as 
given and this sets the conditions for the business owners 
to orchestrate their efforts to accommodate to business 
needs. Because of th e long hours spent in the shops, a lot 
of domestic duties are extended to the shops. Meal 
preparation in th e s hop s , when there i s a s mall kitchen at 
the back, is very common. If the children are too young to 
be left alone at home, they return or are picked up and 
brought from school to the s hop rather than home. We have 
seen the account of Mr s Ng of the shoe shop in regard to 
how hectic her life was when the children were small and 
when the bu s iness was not doing we ll e nough to allow h er 
husband to hire helpers . Here are more accounts. 
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I cook two meals here (in the shop), the children 
have them here. After preparing lunch, I go to pick 
up the youngest one (aged six). The elder ones (aged 
13 and 12) return here directly from school. After 
lunch, they return home and come again for dinner. 
The six-year-old also goes home with his brothers. 
When they were smaller, the older ones stayed here, 
did their homework and played here, the youngest one 
was sent back to my mother's place in China ..... . 
I do the household chores in the morning before 
coming to the shop and in the evening after 
returning home.... My day starts at seven in the 
morning and lasts until midnight. 
(Mrs Ting, herbal shop) 
I wake up at seven and prepare breakfast for the 
children. I send them to school at eight. I then go 
to the market to get beef (to be sold in the shop), 
then I start doing business. My husband likes to 
have dim sum for breakfast and he has it in the 
restaurant. He comes earlier to open the shop. I 
cook lunch here and the children will return here 
for lunch. In the afternoon, my husband will deliver 
meat to the restaurants. They buy from us in bulk. 
Then he usually has afternoon tea (in a restaurant) 
while I stay here. In the evening, we close at 
around eight and return home to prepare dinner. I do 
the cooking. After dinner I do laundry and cleaning. 
I always go to sleep after midnight. 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
We come here in the morning, we cook two meals here. 
The children go to the aft e rnoon session, after 
school, they come back here, take dinner here, do 
their homework here, everything is done in the shop. 
We have a small room at the back of the shop, I take 
a nap there in the afternoon, goods are also stored 
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there. The children sleep there, get changed there 
before they go to school. 
(Mr Kw a n, stationery shop) 
Mrs Ting, who has to send one of her children away from 
home, is not an isolated case. Busy work in the shop does 
not allow her the flexibility of child care she once 
expected. In the sample, there are altogether seven such 
cases. Mrs Hung initiated a stationery shop when her only 
daughter was six thinking that running her own business 
would give her th e flexibility o f combining work with 
family. Her husband is a civil servant and works in the 
shop after his office hours. The girl was sent to the 
united states to be taken care of by her aunt at the age 
of ten. In Mr and Mrs Ma's family, their only son was sent 
to a local boarding school at th e ag e of t welve because 
his parents could not f ind su ff i cient time to supervise 
him. In other cases, childre n a r e sent a way to be taken 
care of by relatives in their infant years. Some stay with 
relatives in Hong Kong, others are sent to China to be 
taken care of by bgrandmothers. It seems that child care 
is a source of stres s as a busines s d evelops. This is 
contrary to the e xpec t ation t ha t se l f - employment offers 
flexibili ty of chi Id c are. Hence, we see that in very 
pragmatic ways, in terms of child care, the families 
organize, schedule a nd c oordina te thei r a ctivities to fit 
into the long hours a nd l a bo r r e quirements. The 
organization, s cheduling a nd c oord i nat i on are being 
constantly rearr a nged d epe nding o n t h e life cycle stage of 
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the family and the development of the business. I 
interpret this and other family arrangements as a rational 
adaptation to the economics of small business which has 
th~ constant problems of securing needed capital under the 
conditions of labor shortage. 
In the sample, not too many are able to reconcile home 
and work lives easily although most refer to flexibility 
as a motivating factor for running one's own business. We 
therefore need to go beyond flexibility in our analysis 
(Rainnie 1991). One way to go beyond flexibility is to 
look at whether attempts are made to put the family before 
the -business. Such attempts seem to be exceptional. There 
is only one case where a small boutique owner spends 
relatively short hours in the shop and does floral 
arrangement at home to fit her child care needs and to 
generate more income. She deliberately keeps the business 
hours short and spends more time homeworking as a strategy 
to accommodate family responsibilities. For other women, 
effort is concentrated on accommodating the need for 
increased resources for businesses. several respondents 
admit that flexibility and autonomy are a myth. 
Adjustments in family arrangements have to be made 
constantly to accommodate business needs of time and 
labor . Flexibility facilitates maximum use of the labor of 
family members to save business costs rather than satisfy 
family needs. 
I send the children to a school which has a longer 
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day~ I don't have enough time to take care of them, 
so I chose this one for them. They go to school the 
whole day long since kindergarten. After they finish 
school, I send them to a private tutorial class so 
~ that they and I return home at about the same time 
in the evening ..... . 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
I don't like it here so much. I am confined to the 
shop. I feel a little bit fed up. Eve n if you don't 
have much business, you can't go a way. In the retail 
business, you don't know when the customers will 
come. I feel responsible here, I cannot just go out 
to have a good time . This is responsibility. 
(Mrs Tang, shoes shop) 
I don't have holiday here. I f eel really bad, I 
don't have time for him (her son). We send him to a 
boarding school ........ What can I do? I miss him, 
but there is nothing I can do. I cannot make any 
arrangements (to have more time for him). I don't 
want him to go astray. Now that a t least he's looked 
after five days a week.... I have absolutely no 
choice, this is r e ality, there is no way for me to 
say that I mi ss hi m (a nd wa nt t o spe nd more time 
wi th him) . 
(Mrs Ma , stationery shop) 
I shall make an account of Mrs Ma's resentment in the 
next chapter wh e n I examine the evaluation o f the men and 
women on their own situa t i on s . Howev~r , I should note here 
that although many of the wome n a re aware of the 
restricted opportunities for individual choice, only one 
other woman echoes Mrs Ma 's rese ntment. 
Another flexibility perceived to be related to r u nning 
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one's own business is the choice of the location of 
workplace. Most are able to find a site near their home or 
that of the husbands' parents. In four of the cases, the 
home is right up-stairs of the shop. To have a shop which 
is easily accessible from the home saves commuting time 
and makes it easy to draw on family resources, such as the 
labor of spouses and parents. The location facilitates 
the needs in both the business and the home. But as we see 
from the following accounts, more often than not, the 
proximity serves the business needs more than the family. 
I go to the market, cook and do housework. I bring 
lunch to the shop for him. sometimes when he 
(husband) is busy, he will give me a call and I will 
go the shop. The herbs are delivered to the shop, I 
will bring them home for cleaning and packaging. I 
clean the herbs , peel the bark, cut them into 
smaller pieces. Some need to be ground. I also need 
to put some into small packs. 
(Mrs Wong, herbal shop) 
After she quit her job from the plastic factory, she 
started to work here. She was not here all the time 
because she had to look after two small kids and my 
mother. She always had to come and go between home 
and shop. She went back to do household chores, to 
pick up the ch i ldren from schoo 1, to go to the 
market and to cook. After taking care of all these 
duties, she brought lunch to the shop for me. It was 
tough, having to rush between the two places. Also, 
she always worried about business performance. If I 
was too busy in the shop, I would ring back home to 
ask her to come quickly. 
(Mr Mo, bookstore) 
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In the case of the photo finishing shop mentioned 
earlier, the wife has to rush between home (where the film 
developing machines are placed) and the shop all the time. 
I stay upstairs doing hous e hold chores and am 
responsible for photo finishing. We offer one-hour 
service. When an order comes, he rings me and I take 
the lift downstairs to get the films. I rush 
upstairs to develop the films. When I am finished, 
I take the photos downstairs. I do this repeatedly 
the whole day long. 
(Mrs Ta o, photo finishing shop) 
Such are the realities of lives constructed out of an 
obligation to fit business needs . The proximity of work 
and r es idenc e re s ults in a unique situation for the women 
in the small family busine s ses. other women who pursue 
independent career s a nd v/omen whose hu s bands' place of 
work and residence are separate do not experience the 
tension of fulfilling obligations for the maintenance of 
both the home and the shop. Al though the former have 
problems in solving the career/domesticity dichotomy, they 
do not have to ass imil a t e both obliga ti o n s in ways that 
jointly meet the demands of the busine s s and the home at 
the same time. By participating small family 
businesses, the burden of women ha~ intensified because 
business matters intrude and make demands on their 
everyday lives more con s tantly than outs ide employment. As 
the cases of Mrs Wong a nd Mrs Ta o illustrate, women do 
shop work at home because they are tied to their domestic 
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position. These women have to adjust the requirements of 
the family and that of the business, like women who do 
outwork (Lui 1994). 
Work which is related to the business is not done at 
home by women only but also by men. Formal book keeping, 
informal calculations of profit and loss, repackaging of 
bulk goods into small packs and discussions between the 
couples in regard to business performance are often done 
at home. For the four craftsman entrepreneurs in the 
electrical appliances shops, and the electrical and 
plumbing shops in the sample, homeworking is also quite 
regular. Preparation of estimates of costing and of 
required materials for work projects are often done at 
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home in the evenings because they are busy doing 
installation work in the day time. 
We close our shop at 9:00 pm. We then have dinner 
outside. We do booking keeping at home. Every night 
we have to spend more than one hour on calculating 
how much business we have in the day. I check the 
receipts and she does the calculations. I also do 
stock check to see wh a t needs to be added to the 
stock. We work until 1:00 am and then go to bed. 
(Mr Chong, computer accessories shop) 
I don't spend much time working on the business at 
home. What I do is to calculate how much business we 
have in the day. I also think about paying the 
suppliers. I look at which bill is due and organize 
the payment ... 
(Mrs Au, butcher'S shop) 
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My husband does cost estima tion at night at home. 
For big projects, he has to do a sprea d sheet of the 
items and prices. When he returns to the shop late 
in the evening after installation work outside, he 
has to bring the work (of cost estimation) home. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical and plumbing shop) 
There are, however, business owners who claim not to do 
anything related to the shop at home, the reasons being 
"we are exhausted when we get home " or "the business is so 
small that we can finish our work in the shop". 
A final indicator of the accommodation made by the 
families is the priority given to business spending. 
Profits yielded from the business are always reinvested 
back in the bu s iness through t h e purchas e of me rchandise 
and/or new machineries, and, in some isolated cases, 
through expansion or diversification. All activities and 
plans are business-cente red, not family-centered. Family 
consumption is tightened in order to favor business 
investment. 
We are here all day, there is no place to spend 
money. When we need to s pend mon e y, for example, on 
buying lunch boxes, we take money from the shop. We 
spend money on increasing the stock of goods. We do 
not keep a r e co r d of the s toc k s , wh e n we see that 
some good s a re a lmo s t out of s t ock, we will order 
new goods. 
(Mrs Ma , sta tionery shop) 
We invest a lot in the goods, when we earn money, we 
buy more goods, the longer we a re in the busines s , 
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the more goods we have. By now, we have more than 
one million worth of goods in our shop. 
(Mr Leung, electrical appliances shop) 
In the last ten years or so, we (husband and wife) 
do not have salaries for ourselves. We don't use 
money. In March this year, together with two other 
friends, I invested in a ceramic tiles factory in 
Guangdong. It's a Hong Kong-China joint venture. 
From our side, we have to invest six million. I 
invested two million. I remortgaged our flat to 
invest in this new business. 
(Mr. Chow, herbal shop) 
Not only are shop and family affairs entangled, so are 
business and domestic finances. Indeed a majority (twenty 
out of thirty-three cases) do not separate their family 
accounts from business. Those who do not have a wage 
system and those who work full-time together with 'their 
spouses in the shops are less likely to have separate 
accounts. 
These features of capital accumulation, I argue, are 
not characteristic of the owner group, rather it is the 
economics of the small business that dictate these 
features. The long hours and the exploitation of family 
labor are means to generate income and to cut cost. Self-
exploitation is indeed seen to have relative cost 
advantage over hiring workers because of lack of trust in 
them. 
Thus far, we have seen that the family accommodate to 
the business where and when necessary. The business owners 
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and their spouses constantly mould their family 
organization to meet business needs. For almost everyone 
of them, the requirements of the business dominate their 
lives. We have seen how work and family interact, we now 
turn to how work in the household is organized. 
Organizing Domestic Duties 
It is the women who occupy a central position in the 
intersection of work and family. By consenting to 
incorporate their labor into their husbands' businesses or 
by . starting their own businesses, most of them put 
themselves in a difficult situation whereby they carry out 
business duties together wi th their husbands but still 
have to fulfil child rearing and domestic duties on their 
own. Domestic duties are extended to the shop. There, it 
is the women who have to 1 i ve out the consequences of 
squeezing time out o f a long day ' s wo rk to get domestic 
work such as meal preparation and child care completed. 
But work in the shop is only one aspect of the total work 
carried out by the women. 
In the home, due to traditional attitudes held by both 
men and women toward th e domestic division of labor, women 
shoulder the r es pon s ibi l ity for the organization and 
running of the home. They bear most of the burden of 
getting housework done. Most husbands give very little 
help at home. Household chores and child care are mainly 
performed by women. We h a ve noted earlier the accounts of 
some women about how early they start their days and how 
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late they end them. Here are some more stor ies wh ich 
colloborate the observation. 
I wake up at 6:30 in the morning. I wake up my 
youngest son so that he can be in time to go to 
school. After a 11 of them get up and go out to 
school and work, at 7:45, I boil water, wash the 
clothes and hang them, I sweep the floor, clean the 
dust. At around nine, I come to the shop. I stay 
here until 9:30 in the evening .... Our old shop was 
near our house. Now we have moved both. I have to 
take a bus home now. I arrive home at 10:30pm, take 
a bath. I go to bed after eleven. The next day, I 
repeat this pattern ...... I do all the housework, 
only when I am too busy will my eldest son help out 
a bit, like sweeping the floor. It's been like that 
for so many years, I've got used to it. 
(Mrs Tai, electrical appliance shop) 
We spend twelve hours in the shop. Our home is near, 
I go back to cook lunch and dinner and bring the 
food here. sometimes we just use the rice cooker in 
the shop to cook rice and steam food. In that case, 
the children will come to have dinner here ..... . 
There must be a division of labor (referring to the 
fact that cooking, child care and all other 
housework are done by her). 
(Mrs Mo, bookstore) 
I cook lunch and dinner here (in the shop). I get 
home after nine in the evening. I am very tired. I 
take a rest, take a bath, then I wash the clothes. 
If I am too tired to hang the clothes, I do that the 
next morning. After hanging the clothes, I do 
cleaning. I feel too tired to cook breakfast, we go 
out to have breakfast. 
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(Mrs Ho, grocery store) 
Division of labor is perceived by a lot of men as equal 
although they reckon that domestic duties are solely 
women's responsibility. Mr Lai's view is shared by a lot 
other men and women. 
We divide our work equally. We are either in the 
shop or at home. Looking after the children and 
doing the housework are my wife's duties. 
(Mr Lai, pant shop) 
Some are fortunate to afford waged domestic helpers to 
do chores and to take care of the children. However, these 
, helpers are no direct replacement for the women. The final 
domestic responsibility falls on the shoulders of the 
women. 
I have a domestic helper to do the household chores 
but I have to c ook and t o k eep the home in g ood 
s h a p e. My hu s band i s v e ry d e manding . He wants the 
home to be very tidy and he 1 ikes me to do the 
coo J<ing. 
(Mrs Ng, shoes shop) 
My wife has to take care of the home. We have just 
hired a Filipina helper, our home is more tidy now. 
She i s very demanding, she s pends a lot of time 
cooking and tidying up the house. 
(Mr Chiu, household appliance shop) 
A few get help from mothers or mothers-in-law. 
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We live with his (husband's) parents. My mother-in-
law does all the housework. If I have my baby soon, 
she is still strong enough to take c a re of her. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical and plumbing shop) 
We used to live with my mother-in-law. She did the 
housework. At noon, she would come to replace me, I 
would go back to have lunch. In the evening, my 
husband would come after work and I would return 
home to take care of the children. During the day, 
the children also came after school. They did their 
homework here, I took care of them. 
(Mrs Sum, bedspread shop) 
My daughter is sixteen months old. She stays with my 
mother during weekday s . I miss her very much. We go 
to visit her every two, three days. Sometimes we 
bring her home for the evening and send her back the 
next morning, so that I ca n h a v e mo re t i me with her. 
We have a van, it's quite convenient, but still I 
feel exhausted. 
(Mrs Leung, electrical appliance shop) 
In very few of the exceptional cases, when the couples 
are too busy, the burden of the wive s are lessened by 
eating out. othe r hou sehold c ho res a r e p e rforme d by both 
or by using part-time domestic helpe r s. This is practised 
mainly by the younger and better educated ones. 
We note tha t th e fa mi li es r unning s ma ll bu s inesses a re 
business-centered. Thi s might p r ompt one to predict the 
ex i ste nce of a some wh a t no n -conve nti o na l work a nd f a mily 
rol e conste llations. It i s not s~ i n mo s t of t h e families 
of this study. In t e rms of fami l y roles, wi ves' 
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participation in their husbands' business does not reduce 
their household and chi ld care chores. When a woman is 
busy running the business she started, her husband does 
not add to his household work. The male owners take care 
of the business single-mindedly but the f emale owners have 
to attend to both business and domestic needs. I should 
add here that, dur ing non-peak hours I women are more 
likely to be found shop keeping. Some men take breaks at 
home or at the back of the shop and some go out to have 
tea. Hence, in carving out a small business career, it is 
obvious that most of the women carry unevenly .heavy 
burdens because they combine long hours of work with long 
hours of domestic labor. 
In short, working in the family business does not break 
down traditional gender roles in domestic life. Rather it 
reinforces them. Research has revealed that the major 
reason husbands spend time doing household tasks when 
their wives are employed is that practical circumstances 
prevent their wives from doing them (Berk 1979, quoted in 
Vanek 1980). In the cases in this study, because most of 
the wi ves are fami ly workers, there is no 'practical 
circumstances' to prevent them from doing household 
chores. Research (De Vault 1991) also shows that when men 
are perceived by their wives . as committed breadwinners, 
their wives are more likely to attend to their tastes and 
preferences. Both parties treat it as a privilege to which 
men are entitled in modern marriage. Evidence collected 
from this study does not contest this finding. Earlier, we 
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saw Mr Chiu's comment about his Hife's being demanding 
about housework. Like Mrs Chiu, most women in this study 
view housework as their area of responsibility because 
they feel that their husbands are working hard for the 
business and thus deserve a comfortable home. 
COSTS OF SURVIVAL 
The' couples work very hard for the survi val of the 
family economic unit. Because arrangements with the family 
units are moulded to the requirements of the business, and 
to a certain extent, to those of the men, the costs of 
survival are borne by the women more than their husbands. 
Lack of Family Responsivity 
There is a reported feeling of lack of family 
responsi vi ty among a lot of the women. Mrs Sum of the 
bedspread shop broke into tears when she recalled that at 
one point her daughter developed a rebellious personality 
and,needed the help of a social worker. She blamed herself 
for not attending to the needs of the child. 
I sacrificed the time I should have spent with my 
kids. Thinking back, I feel very sorry. (She started 
to weep). Other children enjoyed their holidays with 
their parents, ours didn't. Now , the children have 
grown up, even if I wanted to hug them, I can't. 
When they needed me the most when they were small, 
I didn't have the time. I feel I was not doing a 
good job ...... I can still remember very clearly one 
day when I returned home in the evening and my 
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teenage daughter cried out loudly as soon as she saw 
me. She was short of sanitary napkins and could not 
get in touch with me. I felt so guilty, this was the 
moment she needed me but I was not there for 
her.. . . .. Do you have any children? ....... You 
should hug her more often before she grows up, these 
are the precious moments .... 
(Mrs Sum, bedspread shop) 
Mrs Ling of a grocery store is t wenty years old. She 







The day after 
in the shop. I 
our 
was 
working here when I was pregnant and soon after I 
gave birth t o my ba by . . . . . \~ e are not 1 ike otl1er 
"families, they go ou t a ll t he t ime . We stay at home 
to watch TV, sacri f i ce a lot. I am in the s h op all 
the time, I miss her very much. 
(Mrs Ling, grocery store) 
Although no direct question was asked about what 
leisure life wa s li ke ln t h e i r fa mil ies , mo s t of the 
respondents spontane ou s ly mention e d the lack of leisure 
life in their families when the topic of home life was 
brought up. In their opinion, young couples should go out 
often and families with young children should have some 
'family functions' or a 'family day' weekly . A few aspire 
to having long vaca ti o n s o f a week or so by touring 
outside of Hong Kon g o nce in o ne or t wo y e a rs and use it 
as a criterion to dif f e renti a te thei r f a mil i es from the 
'normal' family. A ma jority of thos e women who work full-
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time in' the shop are a pologet i c about their depr i ving 
their children of normal holiday activities because they 
have to stay in the shops all the time. 
Men were less forthcoming when the topic of home life 
was touched on. However, Mr Lui, whose wife had set up two 
stationery shops, while sharing with her the ethos of 
common economic goal within the family, did express his 
frustration when I asked him how things were in general. 
His children's studies suffered and they became rebellious 
because he and his wife did not have time to oversee their 
homework assignments and to supervise how they used their 
free time. 
We sacrificed the children. We had little time for 
the children, the y suffered a lot. They did strange 
things to attract our attention. Like they burnt 
things in the toilet, brought a dirty cat home. They 
did not do well in their studies. In the first four, 
five years, we could not really take care of both 
the business a nd the f a mily. My e lde st son grew up 
in those years, his f oundation is not solid. 
(Mr Lui, stationery shop) 
The same feeling is e choe d by his wife. 
Before I hir e d a domestic hel I?er , I brought the 
c hild r e n t o th e s h op . Wh e n you gai n someth i ng, you 
lose something. I was too bu s y to p a y attention to 
the childre n, t h e i r studies deteriorated , t h ey felt 
that nobody cared f o r them. They learnt bad things, 
I have to spend time correcting them .... I made some 
money, but the c h ild r e n fe lt t h a t we d idn ' t love 
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them, didn't care about them. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
Mr Chiu also expresses his feeling of the lack of time 
with his family. 
My daughters always complain that I don't spend time 
with them because , I don't have weekly holidays. In 
the evenings, I close the shop at nine, then I have 
dinner alone. It's too late if the family waits for 
me to have dinner together ..... I feel that I have 
neglected the childre n. 
(M r Chiu, hou sehold appliance shop) 
Mr Tang of a shoe shop also admi ts that too much 
emphasis is put on his business, but he definitely has 
taken it for granted and justifies the situation by making 
reference to the pecuniary gains. 
Doing retail business, there is no holiday. Other 
employed people have holidays, they can have family 
fun c tions , go t o th e p a rks , go s hopp i ng, go out to 
play. After so many years, I feel fed up, there is 
difference in opinions between husband and wife. 
Seeing that other couples are having so much fun, we 
don't, and this lasts for so many years, it's a kind 
of sacrifi ce ....... But l ook a t it d i ff e r e ntly, t h e 
less chance of going out, the mor e chance of saving 
money. If you make good use of the money, you earn 
more money. We don't have much enjoyment, and 
perhaps we are not as knowledgeable as other. 
(Mr Tang, shoe shop) 
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worry Over Business Performance 
The economics of the business have impact on the 
business owners in other regards as well. Business 
performance is a constant worry. The thought of whether 
they can make profits at the end of the month is 
constantly lingering in their minds. 
People call us "Owners", as if we are really well-
off. What's behind is unknown to them. We cannot owe 
the rent, have to pay for the goods on time. 
(Mrs Tai, electrical appliance shop) 
It's very stressful. I worry about how to at least 
support the overhead .... Also, I have to worry about 
the cash flow, you need to clear the payments on 
time. 
(Mr Chong, computer accessories shop) 
When you do business, you have to worry about the 
capital, manpower, time, there's really a lot to 
worry about. You have to keep track of the cash 
flow, estimating whether you have the money to pay 
the bills. This is only March, but I already have to 
worry about if I have enough money to pay the two 
big bills which are due in April, I am talking about 
one hundred thousand dollars. If the business is not 
doing well, you have to think of cutting costs and 
generating r e venu es . 
(Mr Yeung, multi-level marketing shop) 
I would say my worries are short-term. When I add up 
the amount of business we do at the end of the day, 
I always worry about whether we are able to make any 
gains at the end of the month. 
(Mrs Leung, electrical appliance shop) 
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social Isolation 
The experiences of having to worry about how to get 
ends meet, in the accounts of the business owners and 
spouses, exert considerable pressure on them. This 
preoccupation with business performance has made some of 
them feel rather socially alienated. While freedom is one 
of the advantages perceived in running their own business, 
they are too well aware of the fa c t that they are confined 
to the shops. Many draw unfavorable comparisons with 
employment in terms of the hours they have to work. 
Although the idea of freedom to order their everyday lives 
is of great s ignifi ca nce to them, the ir long business 
hours simply do not allow them the luxury of autonomy they 
longed for when they decided to go on their own . 
. 1 feel lonely because I don't have time to join the 
social functions among friends and relatives ..... . 
1 feel bored staying in the shop the whole day long. 
1 have thi s stro ng feeling s t a rting this year. 1 
don't feel energetic, and gets annoyed very easily, 
I offend the customers. I feel lonely, the customers 
are passers-by only, there is no real relationship 
between us, all there is between us is exchange. 
(M r Chiu, h o usehold applia nce s hop) 
We earn a living. The income i s just enough for us 
to support the family. We are free, we can control 
our own time, we don't have f ixed hou r s, in a wa y 
more active. But on the othe r hand, if we work for 
others, we have breaks, now we only take four days 
off during Chine s e New Year. Actually, we spend much 
more time here than at home .... When other people 
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are at home watching TV, I am still in a bus on my 
way home. 
(Mrs Tai, electrical appliance shop) 
Running our own business is better than working for 
others, at least it's our own business. We don't 
have to take orders from the bosses, we control our 
own time .... I am tied to the shop, I work 365 days 
in the year without any rest except on the first 
three days of Chinese New year. I can't go shopping, 
can't go out to have tea with friends, I just don't 
have the time. 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
McCrone (1994) makes a difference between 'getting by' 
and 'making out'. Getting by implies a short-time 
orientation of coping on a day-to-day basis while 'making 
out' means a much longer orientation to the future. In his 
discussions, people either get by or make out. The 
findings from this research refutes this dichotomous 
distinction. The practicalities of capital accumulation 
has made most seek to get by al though their plans of 
running a business is a long term strategy of making out. 
Tension in the conjugal Relationship 
since business performance is a source of pressure for 
the couples, it inevitably causes tension in the conjugal 
relationship. Although there is no overt conflict among 
the owners and their s pouse s in their joint effort of 
running the busines s and ther e i s no s truggle over the 
unequal division of labor, for many couples, differences 
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in day-to-day handling of things is a source of conflict. 
She is not my employee but my wife. I can't say too 
much about how she does things. sometimes I teach 
her how to do the selling, she'll be angry with me. 
There's is bound to be conflicts. 
(Mr Tang, shoe shop) 
Couples working together have more chances of 
arguing with each other. We have our different 
opinions and different ways of getting things done. 
He's very quick-tempered ....... He's been like this 
(being hot-tempered) whole week. I understand he's 
like this, there is nothing I can do but to console 
myself that it's really nothing. 
(Mrs Ng, shoe shop) 
I am new to the business, there is not much 
conflict, but I can see problems lying ahead. When 
I know enough about the trade, I will have my own 
opinion, and it's possible that we have our 
different opinions. Now he's superior and I am 
junior, there is no conflict ..... when I know more, 
I would like my opinion to carry weight, then there 
will be conflict. I am not for couples working 
together because they bring their differences and 
discontent back home. 
(Mrs Ma, stationery shop) 
For others, a 1 though there is no conf 1 ict over the 
handling of busines s , the stress caused by worries over 
business performance is felt somewhat harmful to conjugal 
relationship. 
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No, we don't have conflicts. But because we both 
feel the pressure of running the business, we cannot 
lessen each others' burden. Unlike other couples, 
they can each ta lk about the ir own job, happy or 
unhappy happenings. We are together for too long, we 
don't have any feelings of newness between us, there 
is not much to talk about becau s e we live in the 
same circle. 
(Mrs Leung, electrical appliance shop) 
I would rather he is employed by others because I 
always worry about the business. In a certain month, 
when business is not good, I would worry if we can 
afford to pay the rent, if we can break even. If he 
works for others, he'll have fringe benefits, here 
he doesn't have any. I worry about him, luckily the 
business is doing fine ........ I am too concerned 
with my husband, he's working too hard, I have to be 
so .... Sometimes, I feel unhappy because I worry too 
much about him. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical a nd plumbing shop) 
In summary, business matters intrude the family lives 
and relationships. Women and to a lesser extent, men, have 
to bear the costs of the intrus ion. I probe into whether 
these costs are felt worthwhile in the next chapter. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
As with the start-up o f business, f amily resources are 
used in the running o f t h e bu s iness . I n the s hops, the 
notion of family strategy is operationalized by the 
utilization of spousal labor and the labor of other family 
members. The labor of f amily member s are deployed because 
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of the persistent problem of availab i lity of capital. Lack 
of trust in non-kin workers is another contributor. 
The conceptualization of the family as a unit of 
production has led to a focus on the interconnection 
be tween home a nd wor k in t h e sma l l family bu s i nesses. Due 
to the abs orptive na tur e of s ma l l fa mi ly bu s iness , it is 
difficult for owners and their families to construct a 
boundary between work and family. In very pragmatic ways, 
family li fe a nd work li fe are f us ed togeth er . The 
flexibil i ty o f allocati ng family labor a nd the pro ximity 
between the shop and the home have created tension of 
fulfilling obligations for both the home and the business. 
There is continued juggling between work and family 
duties. Because business performance takes priority, what 
emerges from the practica lities of cap ital accumulation is 
that the f a mily accommodates business needs , not v ice-
versa. The fo l l owi ng are t h e major aspects of family 
accommod a tion: 
· long hour s ar e spent in the shops, resulting in the 
extension of domestic work to the shops 
· work related to business is extended to the home 
· children's needs are not easily accommodated, some are 
even sent away from home 
· business and home fin a nces are usually not separated 
· spending on business takes priority 
It is obvious that some family members (usually women) 
have to shoulder uneven burdens of domestic work and shop 
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work. Flexibility effectively becomes a justification for 
the payoff of long hours and of exploitation of unpaid 
family labor. What is clear from the study is that self-
employment is a unique form of self-exploitation which 
engenders several changes in work and family lives .. The 
' lives of spouses, children ctnd even parents revolve round 
the business demands. Even if some members do not 
contribute labor to the business such as young children, 
they are not able to ignore or detach the mselves from the 
business, nor are they able to remain unaffected. 
The family, of course, benefits from the capital raised 
from the business. Hence, in the minds of these people, 
business and family have reciprocal influence on each 
other. I shal l exami ne th is issue i n g r e ater detail when 
I analyze the evaluat i on s o f the busines s owners and their 
spouse in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
OUTCOMES AND EVALUATION 
This chapter examines how the business owners and their 
spouses assess the outcome of their family work 
s t rat egies. The women in t he busi ness units , in 
particula r, through the ir domesti c l a bo r as we ll a s their 
labor " in the business, facilitate their functioning. 
Whether they are reaping the benef its proportional to 
their input will be examined. Then, I move on to outline 
the aspirations these bus iness owne r s a nd the ir spouses 
hold for their future. Family strategies are not static 
blueprints which chart people's life-time actions, rather 
they are guiding principles for action which are subject 
to review and revision as the circumstances people find 
themselves in change (Anderson, Bechhofer and Kendrick 
1994). Asking questions on future plans, therefore, help 
shed light on the considerations people take into account 
in the construction of strategies for the future. This 
chapter ends with a brief account of what aspirations the 
respondents have for th ei r children. 
ASSESSMENT OF OUTCOMES 
Most of the business owners take pride in having 
established a bus iness a nd keeping it in good s hape . The 
degree of satisfaction is highest among those who have 
once benefited from good busines s performance and more so 
among those few who ha v e expe r i e nc ed exp a nsion. Qui te a 
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few actually find running a business an enjoyable career 
option. 
As long as you are in business, there is potential 
for making gains. Like today, I received an order 
for photocopying, a few thousand copies, I earned 
more than one thousand dollars. I target at the 
schools, the class associations, they come to mqke 
. copies of notes, it's good bus iness, they don't 
demand much and won't bargain for a lower price. I 
serve their convenience and they are satisfied ..... . 
The income is quite handsome, we are not big riches, 
but there is capital gain, we always 'have money in 
our pockets'. 
(Mr Cheung, stationery shop) 
I like doing business. The longer you are in 
business, the more people you know. People give you 
support. Even if I do not sell the merchandise I buy 
(from the wholesa lers), I can return to them. In 
other words , I ca n t a k e adva ntage of t h e s itua ti on. 
I know a lot of friends in the stationery 
bus ines s .... Although my network is not big now, I 
already know who will give me a good (wholesale) 
price, who will not. Gradually, I will be able to do 
awa y with the wh o l esa l ers wh o d o not give me g o od 
prices. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
These people have very high self-esteem. 
Being self-employed, I can make good use of my 
business skills .... Although the economy is not 
good, but my business manages to prosper year after 
year. I am optimi s tic because I know the 
"tricks" .... I have good social relationship, even 
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the parents of friends like me. I strive hard for 
all this, my hard work pays off. When I worked in 
the garment factory, I volunteered to work over 
time, so that I could save enough to start a 
business. 
(Mr Chung, pant shop) 
I am very satisfied with what I am now. I knew 
nothing about running a business before, now what I 
a9hieve is no worse than anybody else. I run a 
decent shop, nobody will have doubts on me. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
The self-concept of the business owners and their 
spouses is also enhanced by the social status they 
achieve. In Chapter Four, I mentioned that status expected 
to derive from be ing the wives of bu s ine s s owners was one 
of the reasons for the incorporation of their labor. For 
the owners thems elve s, be they me n or women, most take 
pride in having gone on the ir own. 
I am quite happy running my own business now, I am 
quite sati s fi e d, a nd in economic t erms , I a m a l s o 
doing well ..... I am respon s ive, know how to 
communicate and can absorb new things and new ideas. 
(M r Ta ng , s h oe s h op ) 
I am satisfied with what I have now. I have a flat, 
run two shops. I now hire people to work for me, I 
am the boss. Looking back, I have come a long way, 
the contrast i s so big. I f ee l rea lly h a ppy ..... My 
children are now not deprived of anything. They had 
a hard time in e a rly c hildhood, but now we a r e not 
bad when compa r ed with those in lower -income 
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families although we are no comparison with the rich 
people. 
(Mrs Lui, stationery shop) 
Enhancing this positive image is the high regard people 
give to them. 
I think in the eyes of many people, I am doing very 
well. I think I am not bad. 
(Mr Cheung, stationery shop) 
I am freer than I was working for others. I make my 
own decisions. When people come in, they know that 
I am the owners' wife, I feel good. 
(Mrs Kwan, stationery shop) 
The social status of a person running a business is 
higher, you have more exposure, more confidence, and 
there is more topics to discuss with others ..... . 
After I run this business, I have more contacts with 
my in-laws because my circumstances have improved. 
(Mr Chiu, household a ppliance shop) 
Reciprocal Influence Between Business and Family 
Though not all are satisfied with the level of profits, 
most are complacent wi th the economic achievement they 
make because their income s compare favorably with what 
they earned in their previous employme nt. For most of the 
respondents, despite the sacrifices they make, the net 
outcome has been beneficial to the family. There is a mood 
of sacrifices we. ll compensated. 
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We earn enough to support the family. We earn more 
than ten thousand dollars a month. If we work 
outside, we can't earn as much. If I work outside, 
because my education level is not high, I cannot 
work in the office. All I can e a rn is around four 
thousand dollars. considering tha t I can also take 
care of the family, I think it's not bad. 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
I think I am well compensated. I have good credits 
with the bank, it's quite easy for me to borrow from 
it. My cash f low is smooth and I have money to 
support my children's education overseas. But I am 
confined to the shop, there is really no freedom. 
But if I have anything else to do, I don't have 
apply for leave, then I have freedom. I think it's 
worth my sacrifices. I sacrifice my private time .... 
I run this busine s s because of the children, I have 
achieved my goal. 
(Mrs Sum, bedspread shop) 
Now I can afford to send my t wo elder daughters 
overseas to receive university education. If I did 
not run this shop, my wife would have to work 
outside, my wage as an employee would not be enough 
to support the family, so she also would have to 
work. Now she doesn't h a v e to wo~k. 
(Mr Chiu, household app l iance shop) 
There is a pervasive feeling of 'having made it' among 
those who have been in the business for some years. To 
them, the hard work and the sacrifices are paid off by the 
social status d e rive d and the c ap i tal r ai sed from the 
business. The abilit y to inves t in ch i ldren's education, 
and to some, home owne r s h i p, are indi ca tors of success. 
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Aronson (1991), in discussing the virtues of self-
employment, strikes a cautious note that they may reflect 
the individuals' attitude towards their decision more than 
their attitude toward the self-employment experience 
itself. What the above evidence suggests is that for these 
respondents, the ends justify the means. They feel 
contented if they are satisfied with the financial 
rewards, despi te the hardship they have gone through. 
Family accommodation has brought about the desired 
outcomes of family maintenance. 
The above findings point to the import~nce of the idea 
of family-business reciprocity. Although I pointed out in 
Chapter Five that the practicalities of capital 
accumulation makes fami ly accommodation inevitable , it 
would be an overly simplistic view to see that it is only 
the family that accommodates business needs one-sidedly. 
Family accommodation, rather, is a strategy for 
accumulating capi ta 1. The desired outcome is that the 
family shall benefit from running the business. The 
benefits are measured by the amount of capital raised from 
the business. Whether the business owners and their 
spouses have positive evaluations of their decisions is 
dependent on whether they have achieved their desired 
outcome of social and economic mobility. In other words, 
it is only when they see business and family have 
reciprocal influence on each other will they evaluate 
their circumstances in a positive light. 
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Trade-Off for Autonomy 
There are also others who are content with their 
situation despite their low earnings because they see a 
trade-off for autonomy and the flexibility in self-
employment. Low earnings in self-employment, in one case, 
is a deliberate plan of the owner so that she can 
reconcile work with family demands. The low earnings is, 
in Aronson's (1991) words, a trade-off for greater 
autonomy in her work and flexibility in allocating time 
between market and non-market activities. 
I want to take good care of my family, I want to 
spend more time with my baby, to play with him, to 
teach him .... I like to stay home, I want to be more 
relaxed. Other people are striving hard, but all I 
want now is to be more relaxed, I don't want too 
much pressure. 
(Mrs Yip, boutique) 
In other cases , a lthough the owner s and their spouses 
are not satisfied wi th the low earning s , they can easily 
justify them by referring to the family outcomes. 
What we made from the business is enough to support 
our living. We are not demanding, lea ding very quiet 
lives. We don't go s hopping, no movies, really not 
having much ambition. 
(M r Mo, bookstore) 
We have a lot of family warmth, although we earn 
less now. 
(Mr Tao, photo finishin g s hop ) 
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For this minority, the reciprocal influence between 
family business is judged not by pecuniary gains, rather 
by the family results of adaptation and integration. 
Discontentment 
Among the business owners, dis c ontentment is found 
among two of the women who are 'forced' into self-
employment because of labor market fluctuations and one 
man who chooses running his own business due to past 
family employment. As regards the incorporating spouses, 
two women are discontent. 
Among the former group, the evaluations of their current 
situation are highly negative. The commonalities they 
share are that they are new proprietors and the 
performance of their business is far f rom satisfactory. 
Although they are prepared for low levels of profits, they 
nevertheless are disappointed with the outcomes. All three 
attribute the cause of the poor performance to the 
recession in the economy and the high rents of their 
premises. 
This year every business is quiet. The economy has 
been deteriorating since the last few years, this 
year is becoming the worst. The main reason is that 
the wages of workers are low, t~ey c an't catch up 
with inflation .... The busines s perfor mance is far 
from what I would like it to be. All I hope now is 
that I can break even. Any further development is 
beyond my reach. I feel troubled, unhappy. 
(Mr Ma, stationery shop) 
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It's really tough work. All I expect is to earn as 
much as when I was in employment. I can't make it. 
I used to earn $7,000 a month, now I don't earn half 
that amount. You know a lot of people are laid off, 
they become hawkers. It's really unfair, those 
hawkers don't have to pay for the rent, how could I 
compete with them? 
(Mrs Lee, fruit shop) 
Business had been quiet since we started. We didn't 
do much business selling clothes. So we brought our 
sewing machine to the shop to do al terations. We 
have expected this poor performance because the 
economy is not good, people in the neighborhood just 
do not spend much money on clothing.- When we 
started, we only hoped for the best . . ..... There was 
really no choice for us. He's been sick and out of 
j ob for more than ten years....... For my age, 
people don't hire me. What I thought was that 
running a small shop was better than becoming a 
cleaning lady. 
(Mrs Chin, children's and maternity wear shop) 
We now come to look at the situation of the discontent 
wives. They are Mrs Ma of a stationery shop and Mrs Wong 
of a herbal shop. The reasons for their discontent are 
different. Mrs Ma's resentment is that she now does not 
have time for her only son and has to send him to a 
boarding school . She used to be an accounting clerk 
working in an office. Working regular office hours, she 
could find more time for her son. Her evaluation of how 
things generally are for her is a s follows: 
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I am not a bit satisfied with my work and my family. 
I , really hope that ' the business will improve and 
allow us to hire helpers. I am a very traditional 
woman, I like to take good care of the family, I 
don't like to spend too much time on work. I hope my 
working hours could be from ten to six so that my 
son does not have to go to a boarding school. I hope 
I could go home to cook dinner for the family. 
(Mrs Ma, stationery shop) 
Mrs Wong's discontent is that she was forced to give up 
the shop premises where she used to run a small business 
selling household appliances and off-the-counter drugs in 
order that her husband could start a herbal shop. She 
loses her independent s elf- e mployed work, as well as her 
independe nt income . Sh e r esent s the f a ct that her husband 
does not value her labor a nd does not give her any wage 
and that she has to do more household chores than before. 
I don't get any wages from the business. I think I 
should be worth three, four thousand dollars a 
month. I ask him for it, he doesn't agree. I don't 
like t he way it is now . I am fo r ced to stay at home 
to d o h ouseh old c ho r es . My mo t h e r - i n - l a w i s g e tting 
old, she cannot do the chores, so I have to do them. 
I a m q u ite unhappy about e ve rything . 
(Mr s . Wong , h e rbal shop ) 
Mrs Ma i s worse-off in ful f illing h e r rol e a s a caring 
mother a nd Mrs Wo ng i s mate ri a ll y depr i ved. Desp i t e t he ir 
discontent, the s e two women continue to stay in the 
business. The ethos o f the common eco nomic goal of the 
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family and other family-based ideologies, such as the role 
of a wife and family harmony h a v e inte rtwined to bring 
about their accepting the condi tions rather then 
challenging them. 
INEQUALITIES IN RESOURCE DISTRIBUTION 
General complacencies notwithstanding, not everyone 
reap? the benefits proportional to his/her contributions. 
We see from the last chapter that wives contribute more to 
businesses set up by men than husbands do to the 
businesses set up by women. Whether the business is 
initiated by them or not, the women are at the core of the 
work and family inte rsection. vv e have seen how women, 
through their domes ti c labo r as wel l as their labor in the 
business, facilitat e the functioning of the small family 
business. In the following, I complete the picture by 
examining the rewards the women take from the units. 
Women Carrying Less weight 
It is clear frorn t he last ch a pter that women carry 
unevenly heavy burdens bec ause they combine long hours o f 
work in the shop wi th long hours of domestic labor. 
Howe v er , t h e women do not c a rry as much we igh t . Th is i s 
r e fl ected in d i v isio n of l abor a nd l egal ownership o f the 
businesses. First, as me ntione d in the last chapter, in 
shops initiated by me n, the dec i s ion ma king power rests 
with the husbands while in the shops initiated by women, 
they are more likely to take their husbands as pa r tners, 
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or even senior partners. If we t ak e into a ccount the fact 
that businesses which are set up by men by far out-number 
those set up by women, and that the probability of women 
devoting 
higher 
full-time to their husbands' 





initiated by women, it is more accurate to say that in the 
world of small family business, work roles are gendered. 
Second, in terms of business ownership, the arrangements 
also put women in a disadvantageous position. All the men 
have the sole legal ownership of the business they set up, 
but only six out of the nine women who initiate the 
business have legal ownership over it. Among these six 
women, one has joint ownership of the shop with her 
husband. The other five all say that it is because their 
husbands have a full-time job, for tax reasons, their 
names are not used for business registration. If not for 
this reason, the legal ownership will belong to their 
husbands. The remaining three give legal ownership to 
their husbands although they are the ones who initiate the 
business. Contrarily, none of the men who initiate their 
own business have ever had the intention of giving their 
wives sole legal ownership. None of them offer their wives 
joint legal ownership either. Some reject this idea 
because the business is s et up before marriage, others 
attribute it to c onvenience reas ons , saying that it is 
easier for one person to be re s ponsible for the financial 
and legal matters. In short, the women in general lack the 
opportunity to participate in the shops as equal partners 
197 
with the men. 
Distributio n of Reward s 
Inequality in legal ownership is always justified by 
the conjugal partners by reference to de facto ownership, 
which means that the partners share the efforts they put 
into the shop and have equal access in the disposal of 
monies earned from the bus inesses. Very often, it is a 
symbol of appreciation one partner gives to another and is 
felt by the latter. However, not all the men who claim 
legal ownership of the shops set up by them share de facto 
ownership with their wive s : seven out of the twenty-four 
men claim that they are the sole owner of the shop, 
whether l ega lly or d e facto. Conve r s ely, when the 
businesses a r e se t up by women, only one out of nine cases 
does the husband feel that he has no de facto ownership 
over the shop. And, in one case, the wife claims that both 
the legal and de facto ownership belong to her husband, 
although she sets up the shop and works full-time there 
while her husband only helps out part-time in the shop_ 
De facto ow ne r s hip is s ymbolic, but it is possible to 
measure whether it is materializ~d . One i mportan t 
indicator is the distribution of legal ownership over 
homes and/or properties. Eighteen of the thirty-three 
familie s own their homes or have properties for r e nting 
out. Among t h em, th e majority of the couples have legal 
ownership over their homes and properties. It is found 
that joint property/home ownership is highly associated 
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with joint de facto ownership of the business. Table 6 
shows this relationship. 
Table 6 De Facto Business Ownership by Joint 
Property/Home ownership 
=================== ========= ==== = ============ = ========== 
De Facto Busines s Ownership 
Home/Property 
Ownership Husband 




Refused to reveal 1 
Total number of 
businesses owning 




Another realistic measure of the leve l of rewards taken 
from the shops i s acce s s t o th e inc ome f rom the business 
and the household finance management. In these respects, 
the arrangement is more to the advantage of men than 
wome n. Details of the arrangements are shown in Table 7. 
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Table 7 Types of Arrangements of Distribution of Rewards 
======================================================== 
Business Initiated by 
Types of Arrangement Women 
--------------------------------------------------------> 
No. of cases 
No wage system, couple have 
equal access to the income 
and practice the 'common pot' 7 
Wage for both and 'common pot' 4 
Wage -for wife only and she is 
given housekeeping allowance 
Wage for husband only and he gives 
his wife housekeeping allowance 
Wage for husband only and the wife 
asks him for money whenever 
2 
necessary 1 
No wage system and the wi fe 
is given housekeeping allowa nce 5 
No wage for wife's help in the 
shop but she retains her income 
from her full-time employment 
and is given housekeeping allowance 1 
No wage system and the wi f e 
asks her husband for money 
whenever necessary 
No ' wage system, wife retains 
income from business and husband 
retains income from full-time 
employment, each re s ponsible for 
certain household expenditure 
Number of businesses 
4 
24 






From the above t a bl e , we see there a re v a riations in 
the arrangements o f di s tribut i on o f rewards in s mall 
family businesses. Some obs ervations warrant more detailed 
comments. First, in the busine sse s started by the 
husbands, only e leve n pra ct i c e the 'common pot' (Treas 
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1991, 1993) which means their incomes are pooled and there 
is a common fund for expenditure. Among them, in seven 
cases, there are no wage systems and in four cases wages 
~re paid to both partners. In t wo of the latter cases, 
both partners are paid the same wage; in the other two, 
because the wives are 'helpers', they are paid less then 
their husbands who are 'managers'. The wives are paid 40 
per cent less. Although the families pool all the incomes, 
I would like to sound a cautious note that equality is not 
necessarily pra c tised. We should take into consideration 
the fact that in these cases the men have the legal 
ownership after all and that the men are the 'managers' 
who have the final decision making power. When the incomes 
are reinvested ba ck to the business, this means the women 
have very little chance of enjoying the outcomes of their 
labor input and the men h a ve the control. Real equity in 
the use of resources in these families is questionable. 
$econd, for the rest of the cases whereby the men 
started the business, ei ther the husbands control the 
finance and retain all the profits from the business or 
the husbands, seeing themsel ves as bosses, retain the 
profits and give wage to their wives. In two cases, the 
husbands, in addition to giving wage to their wives, give 
them monthly allowances for household expenses. 
Comparatively, these t wo women and the one who keeps her 
wage from full-time employment and receives housekeeping 
allowance are better off than others because they can use 
their wage for personal expenditure without being s ubject 
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to inspection by their husbands. 
Third, inequality in the resources distribution system 
is most acute in the cases in which women's labor is 
> 
unwaged and the couples do not pool their assets. The 
women either get from their husbands a monthly 
housekeeping allowance or they have to ask for money 
whenever the need arises. The degree of economic 
dependence on the husbands is greatest among these women. 
In the cases when the amount given is small, they have to 
bear the additional burden of having to manage limited 
household finance. 
All in all, the financial contribution of women to the 
businesses started up by men is great. First, most of the 
businesses are started up after marriage and the women 
contribute to the start-up capital. Second, all increase 
the productivity o f the business through their labor 
input. Third, their labor input prevents the diversion of 
income from business to labor costs. Fourth, through their 
unwaged or low-waged work, they permit their earnings to 
be reinvested back into the business. However, we see that 
women definitely carry le ss weight and tend to take less 
rewards from th e bu s ine s s es. The be nef its derived from 
wives' collaboration are more likely to be identified with 
husbands' income and the resource s are more likely to be 
under the men's control. Given that women work long hours 
in the shop and the home, they do not reap the benefits 
proportiona l to their contribu t ion s . The situation is the 
worst for those wom e n whose l a bor is u nwaged and who do 
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not share home, property or business ownership with their 
husbands. In other words, they do not share an identical 
class situation with their husbands because the rewards 
> 
for their labor are dependent on their husbands' 
appropriation (cf. Phizacklea 1988). 
contrarily, we do not see any case of the men being 
financially dependent on their v/ives when the businesses 
are set up by the latter. They either have independent 
full-time employment or share the resources generated from 
the businesses with their wives, or control the family 
finance. A majority (six out of nine) practice the 'common 
pot'. In one case wh e reby the business is started up by 
the wife, only the husband is given a wage and he acts as 
the household head by giving housekeeping allowance to his 
wife. This is a good illustration of a point made earlier 
that the husband is treated as senior partner even though 
it is the wife who ini tiates the business. In another 
case, because the business is so small that the woman 
gives herself a low wage (HK$3,500 per month) and has to 
rely on her husband's inc ome f rom his ful l - time employment 
for the maintenance of their home. In the remaining one 
case, the couple practice the 'separate purses' (Treas 
1991, 1993). The wife has both legal and de facto 
ownership over the shop. She is the only one in my sample 
of female entrepreneur s who can assert economic 
independence. She controls the income from it and is 
responsible for all of it s expenditure such as mortgage of 
the shop premises and expenditures on utilities. In terms 
203 
of family expenses, she is responsible for the expenses in 
education of her two children who are now studying in a 
university in the united states. The husband retains his 
income from his full-time employment and is responsible 
for home mortgage and all other household expenses. 
In short, women's participation in family businesses is 
not necessarily associated with greater equality in the 
ways . work and finance are organized in the business and 
the home. While some share jointly in the income generated 
from the businesses, an overwhelming majority of them 
cannot assert their economic independence. 
Justifications 
That women are reaping the benefits disproportional to 
their contributions but are still cooperating needs 
explanation. It is found that both the women and the men 
can produce a range of rationales to legitimize the gender 
inequalities in labor and resources appropriation. 
Women's Views 
'Those women who work full-time in the shop, despite 
drawing unfavorable comparisons with employment in terms 
of the hours they have to work and complaining that child 
care does not take precedence over capital accumulation, 
are nevertheless content with their status quo. The degree 
of satisfaction is very high among the group who can 
afford full-time or part - time waged domestic helpers. 
Regardless of their level of satisfaction, all can easily 
204 
find justifications for the unequal apportionment of 
labour and resource. 
Most women have no complaints about having to bear the 
double burden of domestic work and work in the shop. Mrs 
Mo of a bookstore explains why she feels satisfied with 
her circumstances even though she always has to run 
between the home and the shop to get work done: 
It's impossible to have holidays. I need to take 
care of the children, to cook, to wait for my sons 
to come home. They are still young, I cannot be 
relaxed about them ...... We both work hard, it's all 
for the good of the family. This business really 
belongs to all four people in our family. 
(Mrs Mo, bookstore) 
Likewise, Mrs Au can easily justify her heavy load by 
referring to the traditional role definition. She embraces 
responsibility for the domestic domain and does not reject 
the hard work: 
Child rearing is my responsibility. My husband takes 
care of the business I I am responsible for the 
domestic. I think I have a tougher time than him, 
l ike when t he children are s i ck at n ight , I have to 
bring them to the e mergency. But there is no other 
way (of division of labor). My husband has to work 
the next day, it isn't a good idea for both of us to 
stay up at night .... In the evenings, after he has 
his dinner, he goes to bed. I have a lot of chores 
to do, I have to handle the children's uniforms, to 
clean the house. But he stays longer in the shop. 
(Mrs Au, butcher shop) 
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Hence, lopsided patterns of family labor apportionment 
(cf. Fenstermaker, west and Zimmermann 1991), while 
appearing unfair, are not perceived as such by the women 
b~cause it is the families that benefit from their labor 
input. 
As regards the inequality in resource distributions, 
the women again take a tradi tional stance that their 
contributions as wives and mothers are their natural 
responsibilities. That their contributions have helped to 
improve the financial conditions o f the family is a source 
of satisfaction for them. In other words, their personal 
satisfaction is not based on their individual financial 
rewards but the rewards generated for the family. Mrs Ng's 
view is commonly shared among those women who do not 
derive independent incomes for their labor. 
He gives me housekeeping allowance every month. I 
manage the amount. The allowance includes wage for 
the maid, household expenses and children's 
expenses ...... I don't have any gains, but if he 
makes profit, it's the same, he'll give it to me, 
and I will spend it on the f amily. He's concerned 
about the family. We d on ' t h a ve to di v ide the income 
so clearly, I don't h a ve to claim an income from the 
shop. 
(Mrs Ng, shoe shop) 
Many women, like Mrs Ng, s how pride in that they are 
entrusted by the i r hu s band s to ma na ge th e family finance. 
Mrs Chow also fe e l s ha ppy with her condi tion now because 
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her husband gives her "pocket money" for her contribution. 
I was working in a knitwear factory before getting 
married. After marriage, I started to work in the 
shop, it's my duty. Working in our own shop is free, 
I can come and go if I so wish. I work here eight 
hours a day. Now I can afford to buy what I want to, 
I don' t mean buy ing cars or houses, I mean apart 
from earning "two meals" (a living), I can afford to 
buy other things. 
(Mrs Chow, herbal shop) 
The values of women who take the initiative to set up 
a family business are similar. Family integrity and well-
being are much stressed. 
I actively went out to look for premises and 
encourage him to be independent. I used his name to 
register for the shop s o that h e will devote effort 
to it ...... My husband and I endure the hardship. We 
want to save money for the children. 
(Mr s Lau, electr i c a l and plumbing shop) 
People ask me whether I own a house, I always tell 
them I own four houses . What I me an is that I inves t 
in the children. Two of them are now working, that 
means I have paid out the 'mortgage'. Two are 
studying, I am still paying the 'mortgage' ........ . 
When I decided to run a small shop, I thought about 
my chi ldren fir s t. I wa s do i ng outwork at home, 
there wasn't e nough wo r k to do. I could not b r ing 
the children to go a nd wor k in t he factory. I 
thought if I ran a shop , I c ould b e by their side. 
Although I wa s il l iterate, I c oul d s ti l l watch them 
doing their homework . 
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(Mrs Tai, electrical appliance shop) 
The family is ours. He (husband) helps out a lot 
here, I do not give him any wages. I do all the 
housework ...... We both work very hard for the 
family. We work hard for our children. They are 
ours. My mother-in-law works very hard, she is also 
working hard for the children. All of us are doing 
according to our ability, and we are restraint in 
spending money because we want to save money for the 
chlldren's education. 
(Mrs Sum, bedspread shop) 
In summary, most women view their involvement in the 
family business in a positive light, as a means of 
integrating their families, helping their husbands and 
working for the future of their children. There is little 
evidence of resentment or exploitation that might be 
derived from the unequal division of resources. All this 
is due to the fact that family-based ideologies are firmly 
established in the value system of the women. Even the two 
women who resent their subordination to their husbands do 
not possess a strong degree of assertiveness to overcome 
the firmly established ideologies (cf. Larwood and Wood 
1977, cited in Cromie and Hayes 1988). 
As a result, all the women who now incorporate their 
labor into the family businesses do not have the 
inclination to opt out. Not only are the less well-
educated and ex-blue-collar workers not inclined to do so, 
the better-educated women, after working in the 
businesses, also choose to stay in them. The collective 
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good aside, their derived status has contributed to their 
staying on, despite the fact that they do not have legal 
ownership of the business or do not share the rewards 
equally with their husbands. Mrs Tang has attained 
secondary school level of education and was a clerk before 
marriage. She now earns HK$ll,OOO per month from her work 
in the family business. When compared to other women in 
the (amily businesses, she is having the highest wage. But 
she has neither legal nor de facto ownership of the 
business. She has never thought about having an 
independent career since she joined the business because: 
Working for others? I have never thought of that. 
Who will hire me? At best I can be a salesperson. I 
could only earn a small amount. 
(Mrs Tang, shoe shop) 
The response "what can I do if I go out to look for a 
job?" is universal among the women. We see that there is 
a good reason for the women to stay opting in (cf. Finch 
1983 ) . As laobanniang, they enjoy higher social and 
(sometimes potential) economic statuses than if they were 
not involved in the businesses. 
There is also a tendency among some women to trivialize 
their contribution to the capital accumulation in the 
businesses. This is despite the fact that they recognize 
that they have a longer working day than their husbands. 
These women hold a vision of themselves as peripheral 
workers in the capital accumulation. They see their 
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productive contributions as less important and more 
expendable then those of their husbands. The family 
ideology has contributed to their view. They do not seem 
to see themselves as producing the commodity labor power, 
but rather as acting to meet the needs of their families 
out of affection or love (cf. Collins 1990). 
He is my main concern. When a woman marries a man, 
she should be mainly concerned with helping 
him ...... The division of labor is not equal, as a 
man, he takes care of all the external affairs and 
does more heavy work. 
(Mrs Yeung, multi-level marketing shop) 
My mother-in-law comes in the day time to help my 
father-in-law, I come in the evenings. Actually I am 
redundant here, I don't have much contribution. It's 
only because my father-in-law is getting too old to 
stay so long in the shop, I come to help out so that 
he can return home earlier. 
(Mrs Kong, electrical and plumbing shop) 
My husband is the key decision maker. I don't have 
much opinion. I agree with what my husband says. He 
is a fast thinker, h e ma ke s better d e cisions than I. 
(Mr s Chiu, household a ppliance shop) 
Summing up the subjective interpretation of women, the 
findings suggest that unequal rewards are easily justified 
by the trivializ a tion of th e ir own labor. 
Men's Views 
It is noted that while the men re c ognize their wives' 
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contributions, the fact that their \vives are bearing the 
double burdens of the business and domestic work does not 
come readily to their minds. They speak of complementary 
roles in business and in the home. Because women has to 
run between the home and the shop, or do shop work and 
child care at the same time, their work in the business is 
considered irregular. The irregularity of work is taken as 
a justification for their low financial returns. The 
points bring us to the issue concerning the valuation of 
women's labor. From the men's point of view, women's labor 
is not valued the same as men. Because women's labor is 
cheaper in the labor market and because domestic labor is 
unwaged, by making reference to the market rate and by 
treating domestic labor as women's natural duty, the men 
can easily rationalize their action. 
I am the owner, I have an income, my wife also has 
a wage. My salary is $8,000 and hers is $6,000. I 
give her what she earns when she works outside. I 
won't give her l ess because she is one of us. 
(Mr Mak, stationery shop) 
Some of those who do not give their wives any wages 
justify the inequality by discounting their wives' 
i n'v 01 v em en tin the bus in e s sas m a r gin a 1 and in forma 1, for 
example, by saying that they are only spendi ng their free 
time in the shop after housework. These men's wives 
usually work part-time in the shops. 
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She now brings the baby down here so that I can play 
with him. She's here more for fun ....... This shop 
was started up by me. On paper it belongs to me, in 
reality it also belongs to me. When my wife worked 
here before we have our son, she was here all day, 
but I won't say she is a full-time worker here, 
she's here because it's better than s taying at home 
all day. We are husband and wi fe, I don't have to 
give her a salary, I myself don't have a salary 
either. 
(Mr Lai, pant shop) 
She (wife) does packaging work, like the 
chrysanthemum comes in bulk, she divide them into 
small portions and packa ge them in small bags for 
sale. . . .. A lot of herb needs repackaging and 
washing. She also cooks...... My wife is mainly 
responsible for housework, I don't see that she 
contributes much here. She is not very supportive of 
this business. She asks me for a salary, but I think 
she's not doing much ... . . As a family, we should not 
calculate so much. If she needs money, she can ask 
me for it. 
(Mr Wong, herbal shop) 
Low wage of the wives or their unwaged work is 
justified by the men by claiming that they have maintained 
equity by sharing the de facto ownership of the business. 
Depending on the practice of resource d istribution, each 
man has his own interpretation of what de facto ownership 
is. Shared home-ownership, housekeeping allowance, the 
practice of the ' common pot' system, and wages given to 
their wives are a 11 counted as a recogni tion of their 
wives ' labor input. 
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The seven men who do not share de facto ownership with 
their wives justify their action by referring to the fact 
that they are the ones who invest in the businesses, not 
tl1eir wives. They maintain that since their wives are 
given wages and/or housekeeping allowances, they are 
already having their fair share. 
I give my wife a monthly salary of eleven 
thousand .... This is my business, I need to give her 
a reasonable amount o f s al a ry. If s he does not spend 
all her income, the r e st is her savings. When I 
started the business, she did not invest in it. She 
used to work in an office, after giving birth to our 
son, she did not work. This shop was opened by me, 
she didn't have any shares, how could I split the 
profit with her? It is unreasonable. If she had 
capital input, I \tJouldn't mind giving her shares. 
Her work is paid from the very beginning. 
(Mr Tang, shoe shop) 
Unlike the above group, those men who incorporate their 
labor into the business set up by their wives do not have 
this tendency of under-estimating the value of their 
wives' labor. All the men in this latter group are highly 
appreciative of their wives' effort. 
It's all my wife's contribution. Now, the two elder 
children are s tudying in the U.S.A. I don't earn 
much, my wife r e -mortgaged the shop's premises to 
support their studies ...... I am really indebted to 
her (tears app e ar in his eyes). Sh e works so hard. 
I did not hav e much educa tion, neither did she. 
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(Mr Sum, bedspread shop) 
My wife's contribution is great. We work hard for 
the future of our daughter. We want to save for her 
university education. And, when I retire (from civil 
service), I have to rely on this business. 
(Mr Hung, stationery shop) 
Two observations can be made here. First, most of these 
men have independent employment which makes it easy to 
identify any income from the shop with the women. Second, 
it is clear that if not for the extra economic resources 
brought into the family by the women, it would be 
impossible for the family to invest in the children's 
higher education. For these two reasons I these men give 
due recognition to their wives. 
The Valuation of Female Labor 
Having examined how the women and the men evaluate 
female labor, I now draw on discussions on valuation of 
female labor in the literature and offer the following 
observations. First, the gender inequalities in labor and 
resource apportionment have made women's position in the 
small family businesses vulnerable. The traditional role 
of women in the family helps construct women as a 
distinctive kind of labor force and gives women a 
secondary and dependent status within the family (Beneria 
1981; Scott 1985, cited in Beechey 1988). Moreover the 
gendered division of labor in the shops effectively 
renders the work that men and women do non-comparable 
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(Edholm et al 1977, cited in Whitehead 1984). It is 
because women working with their husbands in small 
business are in a position which produces dependency very 
slmilar to that of domestic labor p'lestwood and Bhachu 
1988). The implication of this on the valuation of women's 
labor is that their work is either unpaid or is attached 
with low monetary value. As a consequence, rewards are not 
distributed on the basis of the relative labor input into 
production. 
Second, because it is difficult to conceptualize how 
housework contributes to the creation of economic value of 
the household (Wallerstein and smith 1992), and because 
housekeeping is resistant to commodification, the market 
value of the homemaker's services defies meaningful 
calculation (Treas 1993). Since some women have to spend 
time in the home to do domestic work, the time they spend 
on productive work in the shops is reduced. Even if their 
productive work in the shop is rewarded, because their 
domestic labor is unrewarded , the wives take less rewards 
from the business than their husbands. 
Third, it is clear from the sUbjective interpretations 
of both the men and the women that they are influenced by 
the 'male breadwinner' and female 'actual or potential 
wife and mother' ideology (Phizacklea 1990, cited in Ram 
and Holiday 1993). Both parties expect women to be 
altruistic and caring. This image of women affects the way 
their productive labor is valued. Because these women 
derive intangible and emotional satisfaction from their 
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caring role, their labor is not measured by economic 
rewards. Emotional services cannot be purchased but must 
be derived from interpersonal relations (Glazer 1980). 
This explains why their roles are valued and yet taken for 
granted (Ram and Holiday 1993). Hence, despite that 
women's role for the maintenance of the family unit of 
production is disproportionately higher than men, their 
labor input is not rewarded as such. 
Fourth, women's work is valued 'negatively' in the 
sense that rather than producing income or benefits, 
women's work reduces expenses. We have seen time and again 
that men and women in the fami ly businesses mentioned 
about difficulty in hiring helpers and women's 'natural' 
skills (Phizacklea 1988) are used to help solve the 
problem of labor shortage and to save expenses. Because 
women are using their 'na tural' skills and their work is 
perceived as irregul a r and subs t i tutive , their labor is 
trivialized. As a consequence, the inequality in resource 
distribution can be easily legitimized by both parties. 
FUTURE ASPIRATIONS 
Running a family business, for most o f the respondents 
of this study, is a long-term pl a n. In only two of the 
cases do the respondents indicate terminating their 
businesses upon the expiration of the lease of premises if 
they continue to perfor m s o poorly and cannot break even. 
These are the women who are forced to self-employment 
because of labor mark~ e t f luc tua tion. 
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These two women apart, all the rest are positive that 
they have chosen entrepreneurship a s a life-time career, 
once again confirming that the setting up of a small 
business is a plan with long-term perspectives. It is 
noted that these long-term plans are shared by the 
couples, which makes it more certain to maintain that the 
strategies belong to the families, not individuals. 
Views about the future prospects of their businesses 
are, however, var ied. Only a minority are optimistic. 
These are those who find doing business positively 
enjoyable and are confident that they can manage to keep 
the business in good shape or even to achieve growth. For 
the majority, the f uture a s pirations for their business 
prospects are rather bleak. These people are unhappy with 
the performance of the economy at large. When responding 
to the question on their future aspirations, many 
spontaneously express worries over the effect of the wider 
economic context on their business performance. An air of 
pessimism runs through some of the assessments. 
It's difficult to do business, the living standard 
is high , people spend money on home mortgage and 
they save as much as they can. The entire economy is 
going down-hill. 
(Mrs Ng, shoe shop) 
It ' s difficult to do business in the retail sector. 
The factories have moved away, the lower-class 
people a re out o f jobs . Th e y don' t have money so 
they won't come to buy my herbs. 
(M r Chow, herbal s hop ) 
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The competition is keen, the economy i s running 
down-hill. Every trade is deteriorating now. It . used 
to be difficult to find a table when you dined out, 
now you can find a table any time...... Our 
customers are from the lower class, their 
consumption power is weak now. If not for special 
reasons, they will not take photos any more. You 
spend about one hundred dollars when you take 
photos. 
(Mr Tao, photo finishing shop) 
How do they, then, try to meet the challenges ahead? In 
most of the shops I forward planning and innovation are 
limited as little time is available for analzying 
performance or deriving plans for long-term business 
development and growth. I n the s e shops, the coping devices 
include lower ing of pr ices I keeping sa leable items and 
cutting down non-saleable ones, and adding new items to 
attract customers. 
Overall speaking, with the exception of a few who 
exhibit entrepreneurial a ctivities in their planning and 
who are self-confident in their entrepreneurial skills, we 
can expect the small family businesses to remain rather 
static in the light of the bleak prospects in the wider 
economy. Indeed these small businesses are a replica of 
existing businesses and have continued to run in the same 
way over a long pe riod of time . For these businesses, 
because the market is sta bl e a nd beca use they have made 
every attempt to keep the cost low, e. g, by utilizing 
unpaid family labor, they have survived well enough. The 
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comments of a business owner's wife in regard to future 
aspirations in terms of business expansion is 
representative of the group who have relied on family 
labor and traditional ways of trading. The difficulties 
perceived by her is as follows: 
We are not running a big enterprise, in this small 
~hop, we have to learn our own way of running the 
business. Expansion? It's easier said than done. We 
have to rely on our own effort to make prof its. 
Other people are not reliable, if we rely on them, 
we will definitely lose money, why should we run a 
business then? 
(Mrs Chan, confectionery shop) 
In the literature, this lack of trust in outsiders and 
the over-dependence on the owner and family labor, 
together with limited capital and innovative ideas for 
expansion and growth are always interpreted to imply that 
the family businesses pose constraints on their own 
proliferation (Bechhofer and Elliott 1986, Curran and 
Burrows 1987) or that familism is harmful to efficiency 
and productivity (Okun and Richardson 1964, cited in B. 
Wong 1987). It is said also that a small family business 
can grow enormously in economic terms and develop into a 
large enterprise only with some exceptional families 
because they are limited by their own ideology and 
resources to change their style of business management 
(Barrow 1993; Miller and Rice 1967; storey 1982). These 
views are mistaken in that they represent a bia s of the 
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writers that small business concerns must eventually 
develop into large enterpr ises because growth is the 
ultimate goal. The writers are indeed superimposing 
economic values of growth on the social actors they study. 
They overlook the fact that there are social dimensions to 
the small businesses that cannot be explained solely in 
economic terms (Bamford 1987). Self-employment is a 
stra~egy used by small business owners for utilizing 
family resources for capital accumulation. Since families 
are the basis for the organization of the businesses, the 
owners are cautious in taking any risks which might be 
harmful to the stability they enjoy and to the store of 
capital the families have worked hard to obtain. Keeping 
their businesses in small sizes may well be the desires of 
the own e r s as th e y want t otal contro l over their own 
investme nt. Their rational calculations taking their own 
management and fihancial capacity into consideration lead 
them to decide against expansion which would be contrary 
to the objective of economic well-being of their families. 
When the responses are short-term and caut ious, it does 
not mean that strategies are non-existent (McCrone 1994). 
Rather, it reflects that the actors take a realistic and 
careful approach in str a t e gizing. 
EXPECTATION OF CHILDREN 
We have seen in the above and in previous chapters that 
children are one important factor in the construction of 
family strategies of capital accumulation, one aspect of 
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consideration when the business owners and their spouses 
evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of family-work 
linkage, and one key criterion in their assessments of 
whether the sacrifices they make are worthwhile. In short, 
children play an integral role in the process. Asking 
about the future aspirations for their children is to 
generate information on the issue of succession of the 
family businesses. This will contribute to our 
understanding of the reproduction of the small family 
business stratum. 
How specific their expectation of children is depends 
on the age of the chi ldren. Except for a few who have 
grown-up children who are out of school already, however 
vague their aspirations are, they put great store in 
education. All express s entiments of wanting their 
children to be upwardly mobile by pursuing bureaucratic 
careers. A lot are prepared to invest in their children's 
university education, and indeed a few are already doing 
so. In this regard, there is a strong sentiment among the 
respondents that they want their children to realize their 
own unfulfilled dreams. The sentiment is even stronger 
among migrants, whose experience of frustration was 
conducive to their initiating the businesses. 
I would like my children to be able to receive good 
education, so that they won't encounter so much 
difficulty in finding a good job. If they study hard 
enough, they should be able to go to university .... 
We run this business f or th e family, for ou r sons. 
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(Mr Ting, herbal shop) 
My long-term worries are my children. I want them to 
go through university, and then get a decent job, I 
' don't want them to lead a life as tough as mine. I 
hope that our business will get better so that we 
can bring up our next generation. 
(Mr Lai, pant shop) 
What Mr Lai means is that he wants to create future 
opportunities other than running a small business for his 
children. Because his children are small, he can only be 
vague about the specific career he would like his children 
to pursue. What he is certain is that he wants them to 
have 'decent' jobs, meaning bureaucratic careers. His 
opinion is shared by a lot of the respondents. 
I do my best to support the education of my 
children. I want them to be responsible persons, not 
to go astray. I would like them to develop to their 
fullest, my ideal is for them to receive university 
education. The more learned you are, the easier it 
is for you to earn a living. 
(Mr Kwan, s tationery shop) 
My elder son is doing well in his studies, I would 
like to send him overseas, he says he doesn't want 
to go, but my hope is for him to complete university 
education. The younger one does not do as well, I 
hope that he can complete secondary school and then 
find a job. 
(Mrs Lui, s tationery shop) 
I don't want my sons to inherit my business . I hope 
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they can go through university so that I don't have 
to worry about them, and so that they can have their 
own career. My eldest son is studying in the 
university now. It's still too early to say anything 
about the younger ones. I f they cannot get into 
university, I would like them to come here to learn 
medicine from me. The priority is for them to have 
career prospects better than mine, then I will be 
very satisfied. If they work somewhere else (without 
a degree), I would rather they come home to learn 
skills from me. 
(Mr Tse, herbal shop) 
Mr Tse probably speaks for many of his fellow business 
owners. Growing up in a poor family in China and having 
been in blue-collar jobs before, Mr Tse is content with 
his own upward social and economic mobili ty. However, 
running a small business is not as desirable an option as 
a bureaucratic career. Hoping that their children would 
experience upward mobility, he and other business owners 
alike, plan for investing in · their children's human 
capital. Again, this is shared by the conjugal partners, 
further confirming that the strategies constructed are a 
collective view of the family, not that. of individuals 
only. 
Would those who have had past family employment think 
otherwise? Data from this study show that th~ir opinions 
regarding inheritance of family business is not different 
from others. 
I want my son to put his upmost effort into his 
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study, I would like him to be one of the top-ten 
students in his class. I don't expect him to be the 
cream of the crop, but I would do my best to let him 
study, depending on his capability. I don't want my 
son to be like me, but if he really has to run a 
business, I would help him. 
(Mr Ma, stationery shop) 
I expect my son to go to a university in Hong Kong. 
This is a minimum requirement. I would like to have 
more education..... I really want him to be a 
university graduate. I completed secondary school, 
I worked as a ground attendant at the airport. There 
was not much prospect, and I joined my father's 
business. 
(Mr Chan, confectionery shop) 
In the light of information on the future aspirations 
for the children, it seems reasonable to conclude that the 
reproduction of the small family business stratum is more 
likely to be brought about through replacement. I can 
envisage that only in very few of the cases would the 
family businesses be taken over by the next generation. 
What is more likely to happen is that upon retirement, 
these businesses would either be terminated or be 
purchased by new comers who adopt entrepreneurship as a 
strategy for mobility. Indeed, in ,the accounts of how they 
created their businesses, the patterns of starting afresh 
and purchasing off existing businesses were already 
evident. As I pointed out in the above, because these 
business owners come from humble family backgrounds and 
are overall with relatively low level of educational 
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attainment, entrepreneurship is a strategy for social and 
economic mobility. Now that they have achieved their goal 
or are working hard to sustain their businesses, they have 
further aspirations for their children. The strategy for 
mobility for their children now lies not in small business 
proprietorship, rather in the pursuit of bureaucratic 
careers. These small business owners are all too well 
aware of th e i mpor t a n ce o f th e a v a il a bility o f choice s in 
strategizing (cf . Lui and T.W . P . Wong 1994). The ir 
unde r s t a nd i ng o f Ho ng Ko ng society as meri t ocratic a nd o f 
education being a requirement for achieving economic 
status leads them to put important value on their 
children's education. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
The sUbjective evaluation of the business owners and 
their spouses show that although the economics of small 
business make great demands on them, with a few 
exceptions, they are content with their current situation. 
They have achieved their goals of economic independence 
and mobility through the strategy of using family labor in 
running small businesses. Although most have remained 
self-employed without e mpl o y ees a nd the ir e arnings remain 
low when judged against the long hours they work, they 
draw favorable comparisons with employment either in terms 
of the autonomy they now enjoy or the incomes they earn, 
or in both regards. For the satisf ied group, there is 
reciprocal influe nce between work and family. While the 
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family accommodates the needs of the business, the 
resource 
benefits 
generated benef its the 
are reflected in their 
family in return. The 
ability to invest in 
children's university education, now and anticipated for 
the future, and home ownership. 
Women have failed to negotiate a strong position in the 
unit. They work long hours for relati vely few material 
rewards. The objective gender relation suggests that as a 
unit of production, the family functions as a resource for 
men and a constraint on women. While I attribute to the 
women a sense of agency by probing into how they construct 
their own reality, I would like to raise questions about 
the balance between family interests and those of the 
individuals. However, most of the women do not experience 
their incorporation in the business as alienating. The men 
also have no difficulty in producing rationales for the 
discrepancy in resource distribution through reference to 
de facto ownership and mutual obligations of husbands and 
wives. 
In cases where conflict is found, the couples resolve 
them by appealing to co-operative outcomes. All the wives 
have the vision thClt they are working for the future 
improvement of the family with their husbands. 
Children play an important role in the construction of 
family strategies. The perception of flexibility offered 
for child care is an important factor in the consideration 
of the couples. The capital raised is planned to be spent 
on investing in children's education, which is a strategy 
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for · social mobility of the second generation. The 
aspirations they have for their children are that .they are 
to receive university education and to pursue bureaucratic 
careers. 
This points to the mistaken view of small business 
writers and researchers that small family business owners 
wish for their businesses to survive to the second 
generation. Also mistaken is the view that expansion is 
desired by them. Although running a business is a long-
term plan, this does not necessarily mean that the couples 
are keen at expanding their businesses. Concerned wi th 
protecting the stability and economic well-being of the 
family, all are cautious about the risks involved in 
expansion. The emphases on growth and expansion in the 
• liter a tu re , as ref l ected in t he d i scuss i ons on the 
potential probl e ms for growt h , appe ar to be ideals 
superimposed on the small business owners. While a few 
have expanded, expansion is not anything of a large scale 




SUMMARY OF THE ARGUMENTS 
This study is undertaken with the intent of 
understanding work and family linkages in the world of 
small family business. The important aspect of work-family 
interaction has been detached from the concerns of small 
business writers and researchers because there is a lack 
of theoretical frame of reference to guide research. The 
Marxian tradition has been concerned with explaining the 
incompleteness of Marx's polarization thesis. Marxist 
writers enlist the dualist theory and attempt to explain 
the persistence of small-sized fir ms by referring to their 
functionality for large c a pital. Their class analysis also 
tries to locate own e rs o f smal l busine s ses in the class 
structure. Because the Marxi s t s are concerned wi th the 
posi tions rather then the actors, instead of explaining 
the p e r s i s t e nce of the s ma ll - busi ness-own i ng class , the y 
explain it away . \r\lh ereas t he Marxian concern i s t he 
fu nctiona lity of s ma ll bu s ines s f or l arg e c apita l , t h e 
'alternative' paradigm sees in small business the 
potential for countering the ills of capital and for 
social regeneration. This approach is similarly flawed 
with the co ncern of prescribing what smal l b u s iness ought 
t o be t h a n with what it a c tually i s . 
I therefore a rgu e th a t we mu s t r e search i nto the real 
world of small bui s ness . To d o so , we need a fu ll and 
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intensive scrutiny of the motivations and circumstances 
underlying the decisions of sma ll business owners, of the 
linkages between work and family and of the participation 
of family members in it. 
Because traditional frameworks are not helpful as 
guideposts for probing into the work-family linkage in the 
world of small family business, I adopt a new approach in 
conceptualizing the economic activities of capital 
accumulation in small business. This approach 
conceptualizes the family as a unit of production which is 
rational in its decisions and actions, and conceives the 
setting up of small businesses as family work strategies 
devised by the couples to achieve economic ends. I use the 
perspective of family work strategy in a considered manner 
by putting it in context. Directed by embeddedness 
arguments, I conceive family work strategies as devices of 
the actors to allocate their collective family resources 
for economic gains in response to the options and 
constraints impinged upon them and their families by the 
wider economic context. Ec onomic viability alone does not 
constitute family strategi z ing, the device is at the same 
time affected by considered deliberations taking into 
consideration what is and is not socially acceptable. To 
use an embeddedness analysis is to provide a sense of 
agency to the actors by talking to the strategists - men 
and women who participate in the setting up and the 
maintenance of small family busines s - as regards their 
decisions to set up bu s inesses a nd the ir e veryday l ife of 
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running them. 
Because work-family linkage is understudied in small 
business research and since women are at the core of the 
work and family intersection, one important ramification 
is that women are rendered invisible in small business 
research. Hence, by making work-family linkage the 
principal focus of this research, I also go some way 
towards making women visible. Treating women as actors 
having their goals and capable of achieving them, I delve 
into their sUbjective rationalities of participating in 
family business. Again, I see women's actions and 
reactions as embedded in the wider economic context and in 
the context of the ideologies guiding their 
considerations. 
By focusing on the work-family linkage and the role of 
women in small businesses, thi s research re-orients small 
business research from wh a t sma ll business ought to be to 
what it actually is. 
THE RESEARCH FINDINGS: A SUMMARY 
The experiences of the men and women in small family 
businesses unravelled in this study suggest that business 
proprietorship is not a n individual pu r suit of economic 
ends. Rather, it i s a fa mily work st r at e gy to allocate the 
time and labor o f fa mily me mbers f or capital accumulation. 
Though different motivations a nd circumstances underlie 
entry into self- e mployme nt by wa y o f setting up a small 
business, small business ownership i s an outc ome of 
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considered assessments of the circumstances in terms of 
capital and labor availability and business viability. 
Seeing in the local economy opportunities for small-scale 
capital accumulation, the business owners invest in small 
businesses and use the flexible labor of spouses to start 
up businesses. 
Due to the absorptive nature of small family business, 
work and family are closely tied to each other and it is 
at times impossible to distinguish shop work from family 
work. Looking at the detailed features of the daily lives 
in terms of how they order their lives of capital 
accumulation, it is the family that accommodates capital 
accumulation, not vice-versa. Everyday life in the family 
businesses is strenuous and there is continued juggling 
between work and family duties. In accommodating capital 
accumulation , people work excessive long hours, lack time 
to accommodate chi ldren' s needs and a re isolated from 
social networks. Very often, it is the women who have to 
shoulder uneven burdens of domestic work and shop work. 
The whole notion of the family business is therefore 
double-edged. Seen in the positive light, the family-based 
ideologies have made it possible for the family business 
to secure resources in terms of capit a l and labor input 
from family members. The use of family resources has 
helped maintain the family business and improve the 




in pow e r and 




There is a 
is the 
strife 
between the fami ly ideology of harmony and the actual 
practices which have conflicting elements of uneven 
shouldering of burden and unequal resource distribution. 
'Exploitation and conflicts are part of the ongoing 
processes because the arrangements are moulded to the 
requirements the business and in most c a ses, the men. 
The objective gender relation suggests that as a unit 
of production, the family functions as a resource for men 
and a constraint on women. However, a complex of factors 
have made it possible for both the men and women to 
produce a range of ration a les for the deploying women's 
labor in the family bus i ness. F i rs t, family business makes 
demands on individuals to turn aside opportunities for 
self-development and satisfaction by working elsewhere. 
The ethos of common economic goals has restricted 
opportunities for individual choice. Women working in 
family businesses s ee th emselves as contributing to their 
improvement either by increasing production or by 
preventing the diversion o f income to other spheres (cf. 
Narotzsky 1990). This provides a strong incentive for them 
to opt in at the beginning and for them to continue to do 
so. Second, more importantly, family practices, be they 
labor force allocation or financial arrangeme nt, exist in 
a context of cultura l va lues and social ideologies (Treas 
1993). These values and ideologies are manifested in the 
upholding of the family unity and the valuation of female 
labor. Women's actions, whether of incorporating their 
labor into their husband s ' business, or of working hard in 
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the business they themselves set up, pro ve that they take 
the tradi tional stance that women's roles as mothers' and 
wives should take priority. They compromise to a family 
ideology emphasizing female subordination. Third, 
constraints of the labor market whether resultant from 
their limitations derived from their own human capital, 
the impact of economic restructuring or discriminatory 
practices, have made opting in a better option. As a 
result of their involvement in the family business, they 
experience enhancement of economic and social status. All 
these have interwoven to facilitate the women to actively 
take part in devising s tra teg ies to meet the obliging 
needs of the family units. 
wi th a few except ions, the men and the women are 
satisfied with their current situation, despite that most 
have remained self-employed without any employees. They 
draw favorable compar i s ons between sel f-employment and 
outside employment either in terms of the autonomy they 
enjoy or the income they genera t e , or both. There is a 
strong sense of business-family reciprocity - the family 
benefits much from the income generated from the business. 
While the couples have used self-employment as a 
strategy for social a nd economic mobility, they do not 
wish for their bu s iness to s u r vive to the second 
generation. The aspirations they h a ve f or their children 
are that they receive unive r s ity education and pursue 
bure auc ra t ic careers . Sma ll busi nesses , h owe ver, wi ll 
continue to exist througl1 repl a c e me nt by people who adopt 
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entrepreneurship as a stra tegy for mobil i ty . 
SOCIOLOGICAL ANALSYIS OF SMALL BUSINESS 
What implications do these findings have for rethinking 
on the sociological analysis of sma ll business? My 
arguments point out that the writers of Marxian tradition 
and of the 'alternative' paradigm a re both guilty of being 
ideologically driven. Because these writers are concerned 
with what small business ought to be, not what it is, the 
internal working of the small business and how it is 
embedded in the wider social and economic context are not 
taken fully on board. The inevitable results are 
thoroughly ideologi ca lly s lante d th e or ie s since the real 
world of the small business - why and how businesses are 
set up and maintained - gets concealed. 
Because the framework of analysis developed in this 
thesis addresses as its central question the work-family 
linkages in small businesses, it makes the small business 
concerns the starting point for invest i gation (cf. Goss 
1991). Central in the conceptual fr a mework guiding this 
research is the notion that family businesses are set up 
as a result of family work strategies devised by the 
actors to generate income. A diversity of motivations and 
circumstances underli e entry into s e l f - employment, but the 
ultimate goal is to make e nd s mee t i n the familie s a nd to 
work towards their s oci a l a nd e conomi c mobility. Due to 
shortage in capital a nd l a bor, 
and their utilizat i on i s 
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family labor is utilized, 
the result of r ational 
calculations. without wanting to pu s h too far the argument 
of the existence of rationality in fam i lies, it is clear 
, from this resear~h that the families can and do respond to 
their circumstantial demands very pra g matically. Taking 
into considerations the endowme nt s the y possess in terms 
of capital, skills and labor, the business owners and 
their spouses see self-employment as an achievable goal. 
It ·is family survival and integrity that constitute the 
bases of formation of small businesses, not their 
functions to capital a s argu e d by the Marxists, nor is it 
for the goal o f soci a l and political integration as 
implicated in the 'alternative' paradigm. 
Family businesses are not set up in a vacuum. I have 
used family work strategies as the links connecting the 
individu a l actors with t h e wider social a nd econ omic 
context . Not 
propri etorship 
everyone who 
as an avenue 
wi s h to 
for upwa r d 
use business 
mobility can 
succeed. One import a nt f a ctor is whether or not people 
have th e r esou rces at their di sposa l. Bu t t h e avai lability 
of resources does not determine whether or not people have 
s tra t eg i es. More impo r ta ntly , a r ra ngement s h a v e to b e 
negotiated and decisions ma de (McCrone 1994). The 
r esou rces p rovide t h e material bases for the negotiation s 
t o start a nd t h e decisio n s are made after assessments of 
the inte rn a l a nd extern a l condit i o n s t h e fa mi lies face . 
The actor s interpret wh a t 
reference to th e socia l 
arrangement s on th e o ne h a nd, 
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is acceptable by making 
no rms g ove rning f amily 
and on t he othe r what i s 
financially viable by assessing the opportunity structure 
in the local economy. The negotiations and decisions are 
family work strategies in operation. By delving into the 
processes whereby these negotiations and decisions take 
place, this research introduces a corrective to the 
traditional frameworks which render the actors invisible 
or as pass i ve agents impacted upon by the functional 
requirements of capitalism or for that matter, by the 
necessity to follow the path charted by advocates of the 
Green Approach, for example , to ach ieve t he ideological 
goal of c oll ectivi s m. 
Clearly, entry into and survival of small business 
proprietorship is shaped by a variety of familial, social 
and economic f orces . Whil e t h e bu s iness owners cannot be 
ins ulated f rom a ny o ne o f t hese f orces, t h e co nsequ e nces 
of running a family business is most poignant for family 
life. As the accounts of the business owners and their 
spouses illustrate, their primary motive is to make ends 
meet. This has important bearings on the ways they order 
their family lives to accommodate business needs. At the 
core of this practice of linking work and family lives are 
the women. Whether they are working in businesses set up 
by themselves or by their husbands, their labor is 
overtaxed. It is clear that any analysis of small buisness 
which overlooks the importance of women in capital 
accumulation cannot lead to a full understanding of work-
family linkages in small business. 
Further, the views verbalized by the men and the women 
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on their attitude towards family accommodation suggest two 
important points for rethinking the linkages between work 
and family in small business. The first is that it is 
important to consider the actors' perceptions in terms of 
what their (family) goals are and what the role of women 
is in achieving these goals; and the second to take note 
that these perceptions are grounded on the social norms of 
family ideology and gender role. The responses of the men 
and the women suggest that daily practice in the small 
family businesses coheres to take-for-granted family 
ideologies and that the consequence is traditional 
gendered division of labor and distribution of rewards. 
Despite the lack of novelty and innovation in their 
responses, a sociologically informed understanding of why 
and how lives in the small businesses units are ordered 
the ways they are must start with the views and actions of 
the actors themselves. Because it is these men and women 
who have to live out the consequences of their decisions, 
any analysis of small business should start with 
understanding their motives. Tllis again leads back to the 
problems I raise with the traditional frameworks. Small 
businesses do not exist because they play certain 
functions in upholding capitalist economy or in 
regenerating social and political forces in capitalist 
society. This does not mean that small businesses do not 
have these functions. They do but these are not intended 
by the small business owners and their families. Their 
intention, rather, as I have repeatedly pointed out, is to 
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make economic self-gains and to improve the socio-economic 
status of their families. 
Looking at what it is about sma ll business ownership 
that attracts entry to it and after entry, what people do 
to sustain them does not mean that the analysis is inward-
looking which isolates small businesses f rom their wider 
social and economic context, a c a veat sounded by small 
business researchers (e.g., Goss 1991). By utilizing the 
notion of family work strategy and the embeddedness 
arguments, I have dis s ertated back and forth between the 
social action pe r s pe ctive and s tructural concepts (cf. 
Cess 199 1 ; s t a nwe r t h and Curra n 1986 ). I ha ve attempted to 
locate the families running small business within the 
opportunity structure in the local economy, the economic 
constraints they face and the ideologies underpinning the 
family arrangement s and g e nd e r ro l e expe ctations. Linking 
the action a nd the structure , t h e determinant s of bu s iness 
start-up and maintena nce a re derived f rom various sources: 
the individual actors' motivations and circumstances, the 
familial resources avail a ble and the viability of the 
business environment. The running threa d linking these 
determinants are family work strategies. In utilizing the 
notion of strategy, we are alert to the sUbjective 
\ 
interpretations of the a ctors a s well a s to the fact that 
the survival of small bu s iness is a process negotiated and 
renegotiated within the fa mily unit s . Also, our 
understanding of small business ownership is furnished 
contextual because the social a nd economic dimensions of 
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small business ownership are taken into account. 
FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
This rethinking on the sociological a nalysis of small 
business developed on the basis o f a critique of 
traditional frameworks throws new light on areas for 
further exploration in small business research. Because 
the ' respondents of this study are 1 imi ted to couples 
running small retail shops, what I have done constitutes 
only the tentative beginning of a fuller sociological 
analysis of small busine s s. There are areas which are 
appropriate for further research. 
The point of family-work linkages opens up a new focus 
for the analysis of small businesses. The bu s iness owners 
in this research all u s e spousal labor and can be 
categorized, with very few e xcep t i on s , as conventional 
proprietors (cf. Go f fee and Scase 1985). There may well be 
different dynamics betwe en family and work among others 
who may not use spousal/family labor and who are of 
different entrepreneuri a l orientations. I have argued 
against the separate s pheres view of work and family and 
the research dat a have s Ubst a nti a ted my argument. This 
argument, however, will need further emp ir ica 1 support 
developed from studies among sma ll busine sses which do not 
use family labor , le s t it will be counter-argued tha t the 
link betwe e n work a nd f amily i s a n idiosyncrasy of the 
small family busi ness . Two diffe r e n t a pproache s can be 
taken. 
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First, in order to do justice to the heterogeneity of 
business types and owners, we need to explore the 
relations between business and family and specify the 
distinctiveness of the relations of different types of 
business owners in different situations. Qualitative 
studies like this one will be valuable for investigating 
fully the start-up process, the conjugal relationships and 
the role of family members. This way we gain knowledge on 
the diversity of conditions under which the businesses 
operate and survive as well on the distinctiveness of 
family strategizing under different circumstances. 
Second, on this basis of comparative qualitative 
analysis, quantitative research can then be developed 
which makes statistically meaningful comparisons between 
the various types, between and within sectors in the local 
economy of Hong Kong as well as across different 
economies. The implications of cross-economy comparisons 
lie in the illuminations they have for the understanding 
of the impact of diff e r e nt opportunity structures and 
social contexts on dec i sions to enter business ownership 
and whether to or not to invol ve fam i ly labour. For 
example, to what extent are the proportions of men-owned 
and women-owned businesses different? How different would 
the degree of spousal involvement be in different 
economies and cultures ? Ans wers to these questions will 
hinge on, among other things , gende r di ff e rence in social 
status, on wome n' s l a bor mar k e t co nd it i o n s a nd o n gender 
role definition. 
2 40 
These suggestions are by no means conclusive in the 
sense that they are the only avenue for research to 
provide evidence for meaningful sociological analysis of 
small buisness. I have chosen to confine to the research 
implications based on this study partly because a full 
list of possible research areas will be beyond the scope 
of this thesis. Much more importantly, I believe that 
although work-family linkage is not the only issue which 
warrants fuller exploration, it is by all measures a 
significant issue for further exploration. 
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PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS' 
Business Initiated by the Husband 
Case #1 Mr & Mrs Chan, Confectionery shop 
Business established in 1992 
Husband: aged 41, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly worked in a work shop run by his father 
runs another busines s with a friend* 
wife: aged 40, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly a full-time homemaker 
a full-time homemaker* 
Case #2 Mr & Mrs Tse, Herbal shop 
Business established in 1978 
Husband: aged 46, born in Chin a , came t o Hong Kong at 20 
complete d primary educati on i n China 
form e rly a Chinese he r bal doctor 
wife: aged 42, born in Hong Kong 
completed primary education 
formerly a full-time home maker 
Case #3 Mr & Mrs Cheung, stationery shop 
Bus.iness establi s hed i n 199 1 
Husband: aged 32, born in Hong Kong 
completed seconda ry e d uc a tion 
formerly ran a bakery 
wife: aged 28, born in Hong Kong 
had some secondary education 
formerly worked i n the b a kery set up by husband 
* Works p a rt-time in t h e s h op 
1 All the names are p s eudony ms. 
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Case #4 Mr & Mrs Wong, Herbal shop 
Business established in 1992 
Husband: aged 50, born in Hong Kong 
had some secondary education 
formerly a salesperson in a he r bal shop 
wife: aged 40, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 13 
had some primary education in China 
formerly ran a small grocery store 
full-time homemaker* 
Case #5 Mr** & Mrs Ho, Grocery store 
Business established in 1991 
Husband: aged 39, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 25 
had some primary education in China 
formerly a hawker in a wet market 
wife: aged 34, born in Thailand, came to Hong Kong at 
20 
had some primary education 
formerly a full-time homemaker 
Case #6 Mr** & Mrs Au, Butcher shop 
Business established in 1983 
Husband: aged 44, born in China, came to Hong Kong at age 
15 
completed primary education in China 
formerly a salesperson in a fish shop in a wet 
market 
wife: aged 41, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 23 
completed lower secondary education in China 
formerly an electronics worker 
* works part-time in the shop 
** Refused to be interviewed 
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Case #11 Mr & Mrs Chiu, Household appliance shop 
Business established in 1988 
Husband: aged 43, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 20 
completed lower secondary education in China 
form e rly a t e chni c ian in a g as c ompa ny 
wife: aged 43, born in Hong Kong 
had some primary education 
formerly a garment-making worker 
full-tim e hom e maker * 
Cas~ #12 Mr & Mrs Tso, Tuck shop 
Business establishe d in 19 9 0 
Husband: ag e d 49, born in Hong Kong 
completed primary education 
formerly a police constable 
wife: aged 45, born in Hong Kong 
h a d s om e p r ima r y edu ca t ion 
formerly a cleaning worker 
Case #13 Mr & Mrs Ting, Herbal shop 
Business establishe d in 1980 
Husband: aged 45, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 28 
completed lower secondary education in China 
formerly a sa lesperson in a herbal shop 
wife: aged 38, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 25 
completed lower secondary education in China 
formerly a quality-control worker in a garment 
factory 
Case #14 Mr & Mrs Kwan, stationery shop 
Business establishe d in 198 7 
Husband: aged 33 , born in China, came to Hong Kong at 20 
completed secondary education in China 
formerly a wai t e r in a CHi n ese restau rant 
wife: aged 33 , born in China, came t o Hong Kong a t 18 
completed secondary education in China 
formerly garment-making worker 
* Works part-time in the shop 
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Case #7 Mr & Mrs Chow, Herbal shop 
Business established in 1977 
Husband: aged 46, born in China, c a me to Hong Kong at 26 
completed primary education in China 
formerly a salesperson in a herbal shop 
wife: aged 40, born in Hong Kong 
had some primary education 
formerly a textile worker 
Case #8 Mr** & Mrs Woo, Children's wear shop 
Business established in 1993 
Husband: aged 34, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
currently a salesperson in a department store* 
wife: aged 32, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly ran a floral shop (currently retains the 
floral shop) 
Case #9 Mr & Mrs Ma, stationery shop 
Business established in 1992 
Husband: aged 41, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly worked in the stationery shop run by his 
father 
wife: aged 41, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly worked in the stationery shop run by her 
father - in-law 
Case #10 Mr & Mrs Mak, stationery shop 
Business established in 1993 
Husband: aged 33, born in Hong Kong 
had some secondary education 
formerly ran a s ilk a nd embroidery shop 
wife: aged 3 2 , bo rn in Hong Kong 
completed s econd a ry e ducation 
formerly an office c lerk 
* Works part-time in the shop 
** Refused to be interviewed 
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Case #15 Mr & Mrs chong, computer accessories shop 
Business established in 1993 
Husband: aged 31, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly a police constable 
Wife: aged 31, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
currently a secretary in a tra ding firm* 
Case # 16 Mr & Mrs Leung, Electrical appliance shop 
Business established in 1991 
Husband: Aged 40, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly ran an e lectrical appliance trading 
firm with his sister 
Wife: aged 33, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly helped out in a children's wear shop 
owned by her mother 
Case #17 Mr & Mrs Chung, Pant shop 
Business established in 1990 
Husband: aged 35, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary educa tion 
formerly a supervisor in a jeans factory 
Wife: aged 22, born in Hong Kong 
completed lower secondary education 
formerly a part - time worker in father's hair 
salon 
full-tim e hom e maker* 
* Works part-time in th e s hop 
26 1 
Case #lB Mr & Mrs Lai, Pant shop 
Business established in 1980 
Husband: aged 40, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 25 
completed primary education in China 
formerly a salesperson at his uncle's piece goods 
store 
Wife: aged 35, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 19 
completed primary education in China 
formerly a garment-making worker 
Case #19 Mr & Mrs Mo, Bookstore 
Business established in 1978 
Husband: aged 47, born in Hong Kong 
completed primary education 
formerly a waiter in a Chinese restaurant 
Wife: aged 42, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 2 
completed primary education 
formerly a worker in a pl a stic factory 
Case #20 Mr & Mrs Ng, Shoe shop 
Business established in 1 974 
Husband: aged 44 , born in Hong Kong 
completed primary education 
formerly a salesperson in a shoe shop 
Wife: aged 35, born in Laos, came to Hong Kong at 13 
completed primary education in Laos 
full-time hom e maker* 
Case #21 Mr & Mrs Tang, Shoe shop 
Business established in 1983 
Husband: aged 42, born in Hong Kong 
completed tertiary education 
formerly ran a dried seafood trading firm with a 
friend 
Wife: aged 36, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly a full-time homemaker 
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Case #22 Mr & Mrs Ling, Grocery store 
Business taken over from husband's parents in 1989 
Husband: aged 24, born in Hong Kong 
had some secondary educa t i on 
formerly a cashier in a tunnel c ompany 
Wife: aged 20, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly an operator in a paging company 
Case #23 Mr & Mrs Yeung, Multi-level marketing shop 
Business e s tabli s h e d in 1992 
Husband: aged 28, born in Hong Kong 
complete d secondary e duca tion 
formerly a multi-level marketing salesperson 
wife: aged 36, born in Hong Kong 
completed lower secondary education 
formerly a sale s person in a second-hand car 
dealer's 
Case #24 Mr & Mrs Kong, Electrical and plumbing shop 
Busines s establi s hed i n 1987 
Husband: aged 27, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly a technician in an electrical appliance 
shop 
wife: aged 27, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
currently a s a lespe rson in a musical instrument 
shop* 
* Works part-time in the s hop 
2 6 3 
Business Initiated by the Wife 
Case #25 Mr & Mrs Hung, stationery shop 
Business established in 1986 
wife: aged 46, born in Hong Kong 
had some primary education 
formerly a full-time homemaker 
Husband: aged 47, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
currently a foreman in the civil service* 
Case #26 Mr & Mrs Chin, Children's and maternity wear shop 
Business established in 1992 
wife: aged 44, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 10 
had some primary education in China 
formerly an outworker sewing garments 
Husband: aged 51, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 15 
had some primary education in China 
formerly ran a tailor's shop* 
Case #27 Mr & Mrs Lui , Stationery shop 
Business established in 1985 
wife: aged 36, born in Hong Kong 
completed primary education 
formerly ran a sports appliance shop 
Husband: aged 40, . born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
currently a platform operator in a public 
transportation company* 
* Works part-time in the shop 
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Case #28 Mr** & Mrs Lau, Electrical and plumbing shop 
Business established in 1980 
wife: aged 42, born in Hong Kong 
had some primary education 
formerly a garment-making worker 
Husband: aged 50, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 17 
had some primary education in China 
formerly a technician in father's electrical and 
plumbing shop 
Case #29 Mr & Mrs Tao, Photo finishing shop 
Business established in 1990 
wife: aged 40, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
formerly a part-time salesperson in the same 
photo finishing shop 
Husband: aged 41, born in Hong Kong 
complet e d second ar y e d u c ation 
formerly a t ax i driver 
Case #30 Mr & Mrs Tai, Electrical appliance shop 
Business established in 1977 
Wife: aged 44, born in Hong Kong 
no formal education 
formerly an outworker sewing garments 
Husband: aged 47, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 14 
no formal education 
formerly a manager in a factory 
* Works part-time in th e shop 
** Refused to be interv iewe d 
265 
Case #31 Mr** & Mrs Yip, Boutique 
Business established in 1993 
wife: aged 26, born in China, came to Hong Kong at 6 
had some secondary education 
formerly a salesperson in a boutique 
Husband: aged 31, born in Hong Kong 
completed lower secondary education 
currently a technician in an exhibition 
production house* 
Case #32 Mr** & Mrs Lee, Fruit shop 
Business established in 1993 
wife: aged 43, born in Hong Kong 
completed lower secondary education 
formerly a purchase clerk in an electronics 
factory 
Husband: aged 44, born in Hong Kong 
completed post - secondary technical education 
currently an engineer in an electronics company. 
Case #33 Mr & Mrs Sum, Bedspread shop 
Business established in 1985 
wife: aged 45, born in Hong Kong 
had come secondary education 
formerly ran a tuck shop 
Husband: aged 50, born in Hong Kong 
completed secondary education 
currently a customer services inspector in the 
civil service* 
* Works part-time in the shop 




A. Background Information 




- positions held by husband and wife 
- number of employees if any; and their assignments 
- diversifications, if any & why 
- first attempt or not, if no, probe earlier experiences 
B. Business Formation and Resource Mobilization 
- occupational history 
if change in employment status from employee to self-
employed, why 
- why entered into self-employment 
decision making process of business formation 
who initiated and why (probe for values, attitudes and 
perceptions) 
who else were involved in the process 
alternatives available and sources of information 
(aid with a list of most likely alternatives and 
choices and ask if they were considered) 
why chose this trade 
how were knowledge and skill acquired 
- family (probe for 2 generations, also probe for 
parents' educational and occupational data) 
- s ocial netwo r k 
socio-economic conditions conducive to business 
formations 
perception of business opportunities 
difficulties encountered 
agreement/disagreement in the family 
how long it took to finalize the plan 
- life cycle stage of the family at the point of business 
formation 
why formed business at that point 
: key considerations 
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- business plans and division of labour, why so 
- if spouse and/or kin not involved right from the 
beginning, at what point were they involved and why 
- set-up cost and source capital 
c. Work structuring and Business Performance 
- business hours and working hours (if different from 
business hours) 
work done by different people in a typical working day 
: reasons for the pattern of division of labour 
- whether work done is different at different stages of 
business development, why so 
- experience of labor shortage 
yes or no 
: if yes, how to cope and why so 
- if ever employed staff 
any kin relationship 
experience 
evaluation 




whether join any associ a tion s , why/why not 




- factors c ontributing to bu s iness perfo r mance 
' nterna l 
e xtern a l 
how to exp lo it/cope 
(probe per s on a l be li efs , va lues and attitudes ) 
- r esource di s t r ibuti on 
profit target at differ e nt s t a g es 
meeting targe t o r no t 
financial r e turn for labor suppli e d by 
husband/wife/and other workers , why so 
distribution of profit 
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D. Domestic Arrangements 
- stage of family cycle number a nd age of chi l dren 
- place of residence 
home owner or not, if yes, who is the legal owner 
if home and work in the same pl a ce, why and how space 
and activities are organized 
if home and work not in the same p lace, why c hoose 
this shop premises 
- description home life 
what is a typical day like 
household chore and child care arrangements 
special household ne e ds, if any, and how are these 
needs met 
- whether work is done at home a ft e r business hours, what 
is done and why do it at home 
- ways of ge t ting by i n case o f difficul t i es 
labor shortag e 
financial 
c h il d care 
hous e h old c h o r es 
care fo r el d e r s 
sickness 
h ome and bu s iness fin a nc i a l arra ng e me nts 
joint or separate account s f or busine ss and family 
e x penditure , why so 
j o in t or se parate accounts for hu sband a nd wi fe , why 
so 
incide nce of ag r eeme n t a nd di s ag reeme nt 
in case of disagreement, how to resolve 
E. Self-Evaluation and Future Plans 
- perceived adva ntages and disad vantages (opportunity 
cost s and trad e - o f f s ) ot be ing se l f - emp loy e d retailers 
- if given a choi ce , wh e t he r wo u ld s t ill li ke to be self-
e mp loy e d, why /why not 
- evaluation of the contribution of s el f and spouse 
- own feelings towards the current state of affairs, why 
bu s iness 
family 
conjugal relation s h i p 




_ ta1Jl_iJ:Y.Lc;hi~_d.r.en _ _ _ __ . _____ ____ ~ ___ __ .____ __ _ 
whether would like children to be self-employed 
retailers, why/why not 
business (expansion/diversification, why/why not ; 
arrangements to cope with expansion/divers ifica i nu 
role of husband/wife/other family members in futur e 
plans) 
- perception of spouse's feelings and attitudes 
- sacrifices and compensations 
F. Demographic Data 
- age 
- educational attainment 
- P 1 ace 0 f b i r t h , i f not b 0 r n i n Ho n g T< 0 n q { c..: 1 ( ) -' 
arrival 
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